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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Research problem  
Transitioning from primary school to high school represents a critical milestone for young 
people. According to the Melbourne Declaration ‘effective transitions between primary and 
secondary schools are an important aspect of ensuring student engagement’ (MCEETYA, 
2008). Transition to high school is a time when students are at the greatest risk of 
disengagement from learning. A particular challenge for Year 7 students at this time is 
negotiating a complex new learning environment and maze of unfamiliar physical spaces. 
However, there is little research about how high school spaces contribute to - or limit - the 
wellbeing of transitioning students.  
 
Therefore this study addressed the research question: 
 What is the relationship between student transition to Year 7, high school spaces and 
student wellbeing? 
 
It aimed to gain the first-hand perspectives of key stakeholders in Year 7 transition: Year 7 
students, Year 7 teachers and school leaders. It intentionally gave voice to students and 
teachers whose needs are often overlooked in learning space design.    
 
The study was timely in investigating space-related implications of Education Queensland’s 
Flying Start reform (DET, 2016) with regard to Year 7 moving to secondary. With Flying Start 
in its second year, this was a critical time to examine the transition and ongoing wellbeing of 
Year 7 students. The implementation of this schooling reform has brought significant change 
to high schools with the need to create new or refurbished spaces to accommodate the 
additional Year 7 cohort. Beyond the physical challenges of Year 7 transition, is the need for 
high school leaders and teachers to support the wellbeing of students who are generally 
younger and less mature than other students they are used to working with. 
Research approach 
This qualitative case study focused on three Queensland schools which we identify as School 
A, School B and School C. The schools were selected by DET. At each school the QUT 
research team worked with 10-13 Year 7 student participants and interviewed one Year 7 
teacher. At School A and School B we also interviewed one school leader.  
 
The research team used a variety of data collection methods to capture nuances of the  
Year 7 students’ experience, based around an understanding of student wellbeing that 
integrates six key elements: I feel comfortable and safe; I feel happy; I can hang out with my 
friends; I can be me; I can think and learn; I feel part of the school community.  
 
We spent two consecutive days at each school carrying out the following data collection 
activities: 
 Student-led tours: Year 7 student participants showed the researchers and talked about 
their more preferred and less preferred spaces around the school campus; and 
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identified the particular ‘wellbeing aspects’ they associated with each space; the 
researchers took photos of these spaces  
 Mapping activity: The students placed relevant wellbeing cards on enlarged maps of 
their school campus and discussed their choices  
 Notions of wellbeing: The students discussed ideas prompted by a segmented diagram 
representing spaces and aspects of wellbeing around the school  
 Drawing activity: The students drew their ideal school 
 Interviews: With school leaders and Year 7 teachers 
 Observational walk-through: Two researchers skilled in post occupancy evaluation used 
an assessment tool to rate the school’s physical environment and took photos 
 
The verbal data were analysed thematically. The student drawings were analysed using a 
visual data analysis approach developed by the researchers. 
Summary of key findings  
The case study findings, as summarised below, present new insights about the experience of 
Year 7 students as key stakeholders in school spaces; and the ways that spatial dimensions 
can contribute to or limit their wellbeing when transitioning to high school.  
 
Year 7 students prefer their home area: The most commonly recurring spaces that the 
students associated with wellbeing at each school were their designated Year 7 areas. Here 
Year 7 students generally feel supported by peers and familiar teachers.  
 
Year 7 students need fresh air and spaces to play: Students at each school strongly 
associated wellbeing with fresh air and open spaces with equipment where they can run, 
play games and generally have fun with friends.   
 
Year 7 students gravitate towards informal spaces: All students tended to prefer informal 
spaces such as Year 7 eating areas, handball courts and garden areas. 
 
Year 7 students get away from it all in the library:  Here they can relax, read and study, and 
enjoy some quiet time alone or with friends. 
 
Year 7 students feel intimidated and unsafe in in-between spaces: Spaces most commonly 
associated with limited wellbeing were thoroughfares: corridors, pathways and stairwells; 
and other school-wide spaces such as the tuckshop and oval. Here Year 7 students often feel 
uncomfortable and unsafe amidst a noisy jostling crowd of intimidating older students. 
Suggestions 
The following suggestions, which are based on the case study’s findings, support the 
continuing enhancement of high school spaces to support the wellbeing of Year 7 students 











1. Provide active playground areas for Year 7 students, with equipment such 
as climbing frames; and basketball hoops and soccer posts for casual play; 
and open spaces where they can run free 
2. Provide shaded outdoor areas with plentiful well maintained picnic seating 
3. Create walking tracks on campus, taking advantage of natural environment 
Can think and 
learn 
4. Use a variety of formal and informal areas around campus to widen 
students’ perceptions about what constitutes a ‘learning space’  
5. Promote the library as social learning hub for the whole community – a 
neutral space where students of differing ages and abilities can come 
together for ‘serious leisure’ 
6. Initiate a ‘Year 7 awareness program’ where older students are encouraged 
to understand and support Year 7 students in their transition to high 
school, buddy relationships   
Hang out with 
my friends 
7. Designate a range of spaces around the campus as ‘Year 7-friendly spaces’ 
where students of different years are encouraged to interact 
8. Provide an online space for Year 7 students to interact, share their 
transitioning stories, news and events; include an anonymous  
Q & A section that teachers and/or older students respond to   
Feel happy 8. Develop activity programs for Year 7 students led by Year 12 students  
9. Provide opportunities for Year 7 students to engage in informal creativity 
around campus, e.g. painting murals, artwork displays, busking 
10. Involve Year 7 students in gardening and other projects to enhance the 
school environment 
Can be me 11. Celebrate cultural diversity of Year 7 students around the school through 
displays, colour schemes, murals, mosaics, multilingual signs. 
Part of the 
school 
community 
12. Create a way finding quiz (online or print format) around the campus, 
adding additional locations and clues at regular intervals 
13. Foster inclusivity for students of all abilities, for example: suitable play 
spaces and equipment; sensory garden; braille signage; universal design 
principles (NDA, 2014)      
14. Assess the relative advantages of locating Year 7 students in a completely 
separate area vs. integration with other year level students and activities   
15. Enable Year 7 students to participate in ongoing evaluation and design of 
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Key contributions of the study 
This study is of potential interest and usefulness to education facility planners, architects, 
school leaders, Year 7 teachers and students, and researchers in learning space design.  
It makes the following contributions to knowledge and practice: 
 
 The findings: Provide an evidence base to inform the design of high school spaces that 
better support the transition and wellbeing Year 7 students.  
 Methodology: The study offers a robust new framework for investigating learning spaces 
and student wellbeing.  
 Theory of learning space design and wellbeing: The findings provide early support for a 
new transition wellbeing model that integrates ‘space’ as a dimension or as central 
element (to be developed beyond the scope of this study).  
 Foundation for further research, which for example could involve:  Similar comparative 
case studies of Year 7 students at a wider range of schools, in different locations, with 
larger participant groups; Examination of the experience and spatially related needs of 
students for whom transition is challenging; Learner-focused post occupancy evaluation; 
Development of participatory designing process for students and teachers.   
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INTRODUCTION 
This qualitative case study presents fresh insights about Year 7 students’ experience of high 
school spaces and implications for their wellbeing when transitioning from primary to high 
school. The findings provide an evidence base to inform policy, practice and further research 
for designing physical high school spaces that better support Year 7 students’ wellbeing at 
this critical stage in their schooling. 
 
This study is of potential interest and usefulness to education facility planners, architects, 
school leaders, Year 7 teachers and students and researchers in learning space design.  
 
Transitioning from primary to high school can be an exciting but also daunting experience 
for young people. They often need to negotiate a complex new learning environment and a 
maze of unfamiliar physical spaces. Although this is a common experience, little is known 
about how high school spaces contribute to or limit transitioning students’ wellbeing.  
 
Therefore this qualitative case study explored the interrelationship between physical high 
school spaces, student transition to high school and Year 7 student wellbeing. The findings 
increase understanding about Year 7 students’ experience and inform the design of high 
school spaces that better support their wellbeing at this critical stage of their schooling. 
The study also adds a spatial dimension to theoretical understandings about student 
wellbeing.  
Research aim  
This qualitative case study aimed to address the following research question: 
 What is the relationship between student transition to Year 7, high school spaces and 
student wellbeing? 
And the following sub-questions:  
 How do Year 7 students experience physical school spaces in their transition to high 
school from primary school? 
 What spatial aspects contribute to or limit Year 7 students’ wellbeing when 
transitioning? 
 How do Year 7 students imagine an ideal high school space?   
 How do Year 7 students and teachers understand the concept of ‘wellbeing’ related to 
high school spaces? 
 
Research problem  
Transitioning is a significant problem that challenges schools, students and parents in 
Australia and around the world. Transitioning to a new school, or to a new area within a 
school, occurs frequently through the school lives of most young people and research shows 
it can have significant impacts on their social wellbeing and educational outcomes. In 
particular, transitioning from primary school to high school represents a critical milestone 
for young people.  
 
Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland, Rolfe (2016) High School Spaces & Student Transitioning - FINAL De-identified report       9 
According to the Melbourne Declaration “effective transitions between primary and 
secondary schools are an important aspect of ensuring student engagement” (MCEETYA, 
2008). However, transition to high school is a time when students are at the greatest risk of 
disengagement from learning.  Negative transitioning experience is associated with 
students’ alienation from peers, increased anxiety and decreased self-esteem (Brewin & 
Statham, 2011; Simmons, 1987), decreasing literacy and numeracy achievement (Barber & 
Olsen, 2004; Pendergast et al., 2005) and drop-out (Lamb et al., 2004). 
 
Although research shows the middle years of schooling and transition to high school can be 
challenging for young adolescents, it is problematic that the impacts of school spaces on 
students’ transitioning are not known and that physical spaces are largely absent from 
models of wellbeing. Moreover, previous research about students’ experience of school 
environment has generally focused on formal learning spaces (mainly classrooms) and 
ignored the many informal spaces (such as eating areas and ovals) that students experience 
on a daily basis at school.   Interstitial (or in-between) spaces, such as corridors, under a tree 
and behind a shed are often significant to students but not always recognised by adults (Luz, 
2008). 
 
Students, as intended users of school spaces, can provide vital insider information about 
their impacts. However, student voices are seldom heard in learning space policy and 
design. This is a significant oversight, since transitioning offers an opportunity for students 
to reimagine school spaces that meet their particular expectations and needs (Bland, 
Hughes & Willis, 2013).   
Key concepts 
In this study, high school spaces are understood to include any physical spaces used by 
students within their high school including: formal learning spaces such as classrooms, 
libraries, labs, gyms, music rooms; break spaces such as lunch areas; outdoor spaces such as 
handball courts, gardens and ovals; in-between (interstitial) spaces such as stairwells and 
undefined areas behind buildings.  
 
In considering students’ experiences of high school spaces, the study connects two 
important concepts: student transitioning and wellbeing. The study recognises transition to 
high school as a vital threshold within a transitioning a continuum across schooling from 
Prep to Year 12. And it views wellbeing from an ecological perspective that integrates social, 
cultural, health and educational elements of a young person’s development.   
 
In response to the literature review and informed by several studies (for example, Fraillon, 
2004; AIHW, 2012; Burke, 2014; Simmons, Graham & Thomas, 2015) the study developed 
and implemented the following wellbeing framework in relation to physical space. The 
various wellbeing aspects are simply worded to facilitate student engagement with the 
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Wellbeing aspects Student-friendly definition 
Physical wellbeing Spaces where I feel (physically) comfortable and safe 
Cognitive wellbeing Spaces where I can think and learn 
Social wellbeing Spaces where I can hang out with friends 
Emotional wellbeing Spaces where I feel happy 
Psychological wellbeing Spaces where students I can be free (to be myself) 
Existential wellbeing Spaces where I feel part of the school community 
Table 1 Wellbeing aspects of high school spaces  
These aspects were represented visually for students on a set of ‘wellbeing playing cards’ as 
shown in Figure 1 below. The blanks were wildcards that students could use to convey other 
feelings. The reverse sides were the same except that they suggested the opposite feeling, 
for example: Areas where I can NOT hangout with my friends.  
 
 
Figure 1 Wellbeing playing cards 
The student activities provided opportunities that enabled elaboration of the aspects and 
captured other associated aspects as follows: 
 
 Physical wellbeing – physical safety and states of being energetic, vital, healthy (doing 
well/being well) compared to being tired, irritable, unwell, etc. 
 Cognitive wellbeing – cognitive function especially the ability to solve problems, plan, 
learn, be creative. 
 Social wellbeing – intrapersonal relationships especially with school friends (sense of 
belonging, cooperation, community), compared to feelings of detachment. 
 Emotional wellbeing: Being happy, content, joyful, caring of others compared to being 
sad, unhappy. 
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 Psychological wellbeing: Feeling good about oneself (self-esteem); able to do things you 
want to do (self-efficacy); having a sense of self (identity) compared to being lonely, 
feelings of underachievement, disruptive behaviour. 
 Existential wellbeing: Feeling ‘at home’; that you ‘fit in’, connected to something 
beyond; aesthetic appreciation compared to feeling alienated, unfulfilled. 
 
Queensland context  
The study was timely in investigating space-related implications of Education Queensland’s 
Flying Start reform (DET, 2016) with regard to Year 7 moving to secondary. With Flying Start 
in its second year, this was a critical time for evaluation to ensure the successful transition 
and ongoing wellbeing of Year 7 students.  
 
The implementation of this schooling reform has brought significant change to high schools 
with the need to create new or refurbished spaces to accommodate the additional Year 7 
cohort. Beyond the physical challenges of Year 7 transition, is the need for high school 
leaders and teachers to support the wellbeing of students who are generally younger and 
less mature than they are professionally used to working with.   
 
Insights from the Flying Start pilot programs in Queensland recommended four priorities: 
planning for transition events, employing teachers who were specialists in teaching junior 
secondary students, an understanding of the needs of adolescent learners and seeking 
regular feedback (DET, 2016). However, spatial considerations and the potential impacts of 
high school learning spaces on transitioning students’ wellbeing are absent.   
Research approach 
In addressing this significant research problem, the QUT research team aimed to gain the 
first-hand perspectives of key stakeholders in Year 7 transition: first and foremost, Year 7 
students who had recently started high school, while their transitioning experience was still 
fresh; teachers and school leaders who have responsibility for supporting Year 7 students’ 
transition. We anticipated that although the students and adults would be familiar with 
their own high school spaces, their experiences and expectations these spaces could differ. 
Importantly also, through this research we sought to give voice to students and teachers 
whose needs are often overlooked in learning space design.    
 
Seeking in-depth insights, the QUT research team developed this qualitative case study 
about the spatially-related experience of Year 7 students at three Queensland schools which 
we identify as: School A, School B and School C. The schools were selected by DET. At each 
school we worked with 10-13 Year 7 student participants and interviewed one Year 7 
teacher. At School A and School B we also interviewed one school leader.  
 
We used a variety of data collection methods to capture nuances of the Year 7 students’ 
experience, based around an understanding of wellbeing that integrates six key aspects that 
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I feel comfortable and safe I feel happy I can hang out with my friends 
I can be me I can think and learn I feel part of the school community 
 
And the reverse: 
 
I DO NOT feel comfortable and safe I DO NOT feel happy I can NOT hang out with my friends 
I can NOT be me I can NOT think and learn I DO NOT feel part of the school community 
 
The QUT research team spent two consecutive days at each school where we carried out a 
suite of data collection activities, as outlined below. Collectively, these activities yielded a 
varied array of rich verbal, visual and evaluative data:   
 Student-led tours: Year 7 students showed the researchers and talked about their more 
preferred and less preferred spaces around the school campus; students identified the 
particular ‘wellbeing aspects’ they associated with each space; the researchers took 
photos of these spaces with the students (faces out of frame) holding the respective 
wellbeing cards 
- This activity identified particular spaces and aspects of wellbeing and limited 
wellbeing for the Year 7 students   
 Mapping activity: Year 7 students placed relevant wellbeing cards on enlarged maps of 
their school campus and discussed their choices with each other and the researcher  
- This activity provided a ‘whole campus’ view of the range of spaces and aspects that 
the students associated with wellbeing and limited wellbeing 
 Notions of wellbeing discussion: The students discussed ideas prompted by a 
segmented diagram representing students’ previously identified spaces and aspects of 
wellbeing and limited wellbeing  students 
- This activity enabled the students to develop and explain how they understand the 
concept of ‘wellbeing’ as related to their experience of transition and their high 
school spaces   
 Drawing activity: The students discussed and drew their ideal school 
- This activity allowed students to imagine and offer suggestions for high school 
spaces that support their transition and wellbeing 
 Interviews: With school leaders and Year 7 teachers 
- This activity gained the informed contextual information and professional insights 
about Year 7 students’ transition and ways they use high school spaces 
 Observational walk-through of the school campus: Two researchers skilled in post 
occupancy evaluation (POE) used a recently developed assessment tool to rate the 
school’s physical environment and took accompanying photos  
- This activity gained an empirical and illustrative overview of the school’s physical 
spaces (outside of buildings only)  
 
The researchers analysed the verbal data thematically (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014). 
For the student drawings, we followed a visual data analysis approach developed by the 
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Outline of this report 
After this introductory section, the report presents Case Study Findings for each school. 
These highlight the perspectives of Year 7 students, Year 7 teachers and school leaders on: 
• Spaces of wellbeing and Spaces of limited wellbeing for students  
WHERE Year 7 students experience a greater or lesser sense of wellbeing     
 Characteristics of spaces of wellbeing  
WHAT makes particular spaces more or less supportive of Year student wellbeing    
 Social connections and spaces of wellbeing at  each school 
WHO makes spaces more or less supportive of student wellbeing 
 Year 7 student imaginings of ideal high school spaces 
IN WHAT WAYS high school spaces could be better 
 Year7 students’ suggestions for enhancing high school spaces 
 
The case study for each school also includes researchers’ perspectives on the findings and 
associated suggestions for enhancing spaces to support Year 7 students’ transition and 
wellbeing at the school. 
  
The following Cross-Case Comparisons review the findings for the three schools by: 
revealing similarities in the findings; identifying common characteristics of spaces of 
wellbeing; and presenting combined findings of the observational walkthrough assessments.   
 
The Discussion section considers the implications of the case study findings and offers as set 
of general suggestions for schools, education policy makers, learning space designers and 
researchers.  
 
The final parts of the report present the Literature Review and the Research Approach that 
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CASE STUDY 1: SCHOOL A 
Overview: Case Study 1 School A 
The QUT research team visited School A on 18-19 May 2016. 
We worked with 13 Year 7 students, boys and girls, all of whom were Year 7 student 
leaders. We also interviewed the Dean of Studies (school leader participant) and a  
Year 7 Teacher. 
Introduction to School A 
School A caters for Year 7-12 students. It opened in the late 1950s but relocated to its 
current site in the last 10 years. A specialist Year 7 building was added to the western end of 
the site one year later. 
 
The enrolment management plan outlines the catchment area for the school and indicates 
that the school has a capacity to enrol about 2000 students. In 2015 there were around 
1800 students enrolled with ICSEA value around the average value of 1000 (ACARA, 2016). 
The school offers a broad academic and vocational curriculum and students in Years 11 and 
12 have the choice of forty-four subjects or courses, enriched through access to courses 
provided by universities and TAFE.  
 
The enrolment for the school at the time of the case study was 1750 students, including 375 
Year 7 students organised into 13 class groups. The Dean of Studies indicated that students 
came to Year 7 from over 40 primary schools, with many parents attracted by the new 
school facilities. Additional enrolment pressure was being felt by the school as it is located in 
one of the more rapidly growing areas of Queensland. The Dean of Studies indicated that 
the school has a good reputation among the surrounding communities and prospective Year 
7 parents are drawn to the school both because of the new facilities and also the growing 
reputation the school has for its focus on literacy and numeracy:  
People want to come to the school for its changed reputation and new facilities. We continue to grow.  
With the more people that think it's good, it's great to have more kids and that has positive knock-on 
effects.   
School A site 
The $75 million school is built into a hillside with the front entrance facing towards 
mountain views. The front entrance to the school is landscaped with a sandstone retaining 
wall, gardens. The school appears spacious and with landscaped gardens, covered walkways 
and the green synthetic turf, it appears clean and spacious. Artwork at the school entrance 
gives expression to the school’s values and commitment to literacy. Colourful murals on 
walls in the library are also dedicated to the school’s literacy program.  
 
The School A campus extends for almost 1 km. from end to end. The buildings stretch the 
length of the site along a wide pedestrian pathway. Garden beds and small trees in the 
middle of the pathway break up the concrete spread, but have not yet grown sufficiently to 
provide much shade. The campus has an almost industrial appearance.  It is very clean and 
well maintained. The buildings’ roofs project to provide covered walkways with bag racks. 
Separate classroom blocks and outdoor spaces are assigned to each year level with 
Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland, Rolfe (2016) High School Spaces & Student Transitioning - FINAL De-identified report       15 
demarcation lines drawn on the walkways. These boundaries are strictly monitored by staff. 
The purpose of this strategy is to manage crowding across the school campus, whilst 
supervising the behaviour and safety of a very large and diverse student population. As the 
school leader explained, this makes it easier to monitor Year 7 wellbeing:  
If there's a kid in the Year 10 area or the Year 7 area that's not meant to be there it's quite easy to 
notice and so they will quickly tell you.  So you've got a whole bunch of people telling you if there's any 
kind of disruption to the rules.  
Renewal and pride 
The new school campus represented a significant positive transformation in the life of 
School A. A staff member who had taught at both sites indicated that at the previous school 
classroom doors would not lock, windows were permanently stuck either open or closed 
and there was not one desk in the school free from graffiti. When the staff were first 
brought to inspect the new school before it opened, many of them were overwhelmed at 
the difference and cried at seeing the modern new site. Staff regarded the new school as an 
opportunity to change the school’s previous reputation and culture. This has led to an 
increased vigilance about behavioural expectations from students including the shared 
values and a strict uniform code. Students who are not in correct school uniform are sent 
home. Staff are quick to repair any graffiti or damage using footage from security cameras 
to identify any students involved and take action.  Pride in the new school spaces has 
generated pride in the new reputation for School A in the community.  
According to the school leader:  
[In the previous site] there was not one blemish-less piece of furniture. Now they're all pretty close to 
blemishless...so there are significant consequences if it does happen. We keep the place clean, the 
school facilities...If it ever does happen it gets fixed fast, but it typically doesn’t really happen. We've 
also got security cameras, so we find if it does, we've got a good track through the cameras, find the 
kid...There's dozens of cameras. I think there's nearly 60...We invest the time in figuring out who it is, 
even if it's a minor thing.  
 
Staff and students seem proud of the new and modern facilities. As the school leader 
pointed out, now that the last cohort of students who attended the former school building 
has graduated ‘knowledge of the old place’ has been ‘flushed out’.  
So the buildings themselves, yes, number one, gave the kids something to be proud of.   
Year 7 area 
The Year 7 building is located at one end of the school campus, at considerable distance 
from key school facilities such as the school’s main entrance, the administration office, 
library, sports hall, oval and tuckshop. It is a three story building with external stairs and 
corridors. Within the Year 7 building there are 19 Year 7 classrooms and offices for the Year 
7 coordinator and some teachers. Year 7 students have access to a large grassed area 
adjacent to their building which is referred to as ‘the Year 7 oval’. There is a stone ‘yarning 
circle’ circle in the middle of this grassed area. Behind the Year 7 building is the Year 7 
leaders’ garden which is a small fenced patio edged by garden beds with seating for about 
10 students. 
Supporting Year 7 transition at School A  
School A supports Year 7 student transition through a structured program. This involves 
students visiting the school during their Year 6 year for a day to experience high school. The 
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students also come with their parents for an enrolment day. At the start of the year, the 
Year 7 students are invited for an orientation day, which the students we spoke to appeared 
to appreciate. One commented: 
Yeah they made it just the Grade 7s had the day…So we got to get used to the school like before 
everyone else came back.  And I think that’s a really good idea because we weren’t as nervous.  
 
During the orientation visit students are introduced to the school spaces and rules, including 
expectations about the uniform and where they could play. They all receive a school diary 
which includes a map of the school to help them find their way around the school. The 
school leader explained:  
Outside of class times we have the school broken into specific areas by the kids' age or year level.  So 
they can't be in any other space, so we restrict their choices.  
 
The Year 7 building was located at the far end of the campus in order to create a separate 
space on campus for Year 7 students where they could develop a sense of belonging and 
safety. Most classes and a variety of social activities for Year 7 students take place in this 
closely supervised area. During break times, Year 7 students are only permitted in the 
designated Year 7 area, which includes the Year 7 oval and stone yarning circle. 
 
The Year 7 students are taught core subjects by a small number of teachers as a part of the 
philosophy to have junior secondary schools build stronger relationships with particular 
teachers around their pastoral care. The school leader explained: 
Maths and science classes are one teacher, English and social science classes are one teacher and 
that's often their form teacher too. Out of the 20 classes a week a student might see one teacher for 
six of them and another teacher for six of them, so 14 out of 20 they only have two teachers.   
 
In addition to this academic focus, there is a strong emphasis on enabling Year 7 students’ 
wellbeing, personal development and sense of belonging. To this end, a range of social 
activities are provided, as outlined by the school leader: 
We give them an opportunity to write on it with some chalk type drawing … We're encouraging the 
kids to play games...We also make a conscious effort during break times … to keep them busy.  So 
today you would've seen the popcorn down there and there's some music happening....  So that's a big 
positive for the group of kids to give them an isolated place where they feel safe all the time which is 
very well supervised...So they've got ownership of a space that's entirely theirs.  We see that, they own 
it, they definitely own it pretty early on and they'll let you know if they're not comfortable in their 
space for whatever reason. 
 
Originally, all Year 7 classes were held in the one area. However, there were some negative 
effects of co-locating the students in the one building, as the school leader reported:  
Even though it's nice to have them all in the same space it's also a negative thing to have all kids who 
have typically shorter attention spans, high rates of negative behaviour incidents, all next to each 
other.  So you also make a focus point of all the trouble and conflict in the school, or a significant bit of 
it.  
 
Consequently, in 2016, an alternative spatial solution is being tried with Year 7 students 
being timetabled to classes throughout the school:  
So this year intentionally we buffered them with some other kids in the timetabling.  So we had some, 
intentionally put some Year 12 classes and Year 11 and older kids, senior kids, and spread out the Year 
7 classes across the school. 
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School A Year 7 student perspectives  
Spaces of wellbeing for School A Year 7 students 
The photos below (Figure 2) illustrate spaces around the School A campus where the Year 7 
participant students experience various aspects of wellbeing.  They were taken during the 
student-led tour of the school. 
Figure 2 Spaces of wellbeing for School A students 
As represented by Figure 3 below, when considering spaces they associated with aspects of 
wellbeing the School A students often focused on the designated Year 7 area and spaces 
such as their lunchtime seating and the Year 7 leaders’ garden. However, the most 
frequently mentioned space was the stone circle which is some way from the Year 7 building 
although still on the Year 7 oval. The students often identified more than one dimension of 
wellbeing with a particular space. So for example, they associated the Year 7 seating area 
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with learning, hanging out with friends and feeling part of the community, as well as free to 
be me, happy and safe.  
 
 
Figure 3 Spaces students associate with wellbeing at School A 
The students’ commentary whilst touring the school and during focus groups highlighted the 
importance of spaces where they could interact with friends or part of the community. So 
for example:  
 Year 7 eating area: 
It’s just where my friends and I sit and hang out and just talk. 
 Oval:  
So every break you can just come down here because you know your friends are going to be down here  
 Year 7 leaders’ garden:  
I like hanging out with my friends and being a little bit crazy, but not being crazy just like being free from 
being really serious. 
 
Being active and having things to do are often linked to being with friends in particular 
spaces, for example: 
 Stone circle:  
So every break you can just come down here because you know your friends are going to be down here. 
They just come down here every break, and we always do something different every break. Yeah. It's just 
so fun. Like sometimes there'll be like touch football... We just put them [our bags] down there and then 
run around. 
 Sports hall:  
At lunch time you see so many people are there and … they get in big gangs and basketball or netball or 
soccer and everyone gets involved … you can get involved with people you don't even know and it's really 
good. 
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Some students appear to appreciate having the opportunity to move around the school and 
work in different classrooms: 
 Specialist classrooms:  
I like that you’re actually moving around because in primary school I found it really boring when you just 
sat there in the one classroom and you can get really distracted by all the other kids. 
Others enjoy being outdoors: 
 Year 9 eating area: It's just really open and there -- it's like a big - it's like a mini arena, with seats all the 
way around, and there's just so much space...And greenery. 
 Stone circle: Me and my friends hang out here a lot, and sometimes we’re allowed to go sit around the 
trees, like the shady area. 
  
Some students also seek places that are quiet or peaceful: 
 Library: If you want to be away from the rest of the world, just be by yourself and be yourself then you can 
just go to the library. 
Although they may like spaces where they can be alone but still be close to other people: 
 Stone circle:  
I love like down there because it's like nice, relaxing and quiet, sometimes. Some people go down on the 
stairs, like sit on the stairs and start talking. Socialise. 
 
Colourfulness, spaciousness and visual stimulation are also important to some students:   
 Library:  
They've got murals on the walls and there's heaps of light and there's heaps of space, it's really nice. That 
painting it's just so inspirational. It gives you so many ideas. 
 Classroom:  
All around the classroom there is stuff to - well it's not to get you to lose your focus, but it's there to make 
it even better...Well there are different colours, yellow, pink. 
  Classroom:  
I feel like there’s more board space for us to do stuff on.  …We’ve got big space, big tables and stuff, it’s 
easy to learn. 
 
The same space can have differing appeal for different students. For example, the stone 
circle is a ‘relaxing’ space for one student and a lively ‘fun’ place for another.   
Spaces of limited wellbeing for School A Year 7 students 
The photos below (Figure 4) represent spaces around the School A campus where the Year 7 
participant students experience aspects of limited wellbeing.  They were taken during the 
student-led tour of the school. 
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Figure 4 Spaces of limited wellbeing for School A students 
As Figure 5 below shows, there were three main spacess where the School A students 
experience limited wellbeing: classrooms, corridors and the play area near the carpark. 
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Figure 5 Spaces that students associate with limited wellbeing 
Crowded walkways and communal areas seem unsafe to Year 7 students. Especially during 
breaks between lessons the corridors can be daunting for Year 7 students when students of 
all year levels are jostling in all directions to move classrooms. In addition, this is where they 
most frequently encounter older and often much larger students who can be quite 
intimidating to Year 7 students. Some Year 7 students reported that Year 12 students swear 
and stamp their feet at them as they try to pass by.  
 Corridors with senior students:  
If you walk past sometimes they’ll like look at you and then they’ll say stuff to you like ‘go back to your 
area’ ...Like they’re trying to intimidate you.  ...it sort of like makes you nervous so you’re trying to like 
hurry up and get out of our area. 
 Covered area:  
It's so dark and damp. Then so many - like all - so many of the boys, they take over it, and then when you 
try to get through they yell at you because you're interrupting their handball. Yeah. It's really annoying. 
 Tuckshop:  
I don’t really like being around the tuck shop is because whenever it is full, the queue, I always try to keep 
my head down because there’s so many big kids and I’m not very strong or tall so I, I’m just really scared of 
all the big kids pretty much. 
 
Some Year 7 students were uncomfortable having to negotiate the ‘kissing alley’, a 
passageway where older students gathered with their boy/girlfriends: 
It can also be uncomfortable in the Year 12 area because they’re always kissing and holding hands and 
doing that.  I mean it’s really not comfortable. 
 
The size of the campus and distance between classrooms is another cause of discomfort for 
the Year 7 students who were generally used to smaller primary school sites and staying 
mostly in one classroom.  
 Size of the campus:  
It's traffic everywhere. It's so hard to get to places. People playing handball in the middle of it as well. 
Yeah, and you've got to walk around all the bushes. 
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 Distance between classrooms:  
On Wednesdays I start off in K block in the middle, then I go straight to S block, go down to W block then I 
have lunch there and then I go all the way back up to P block and then all way back down to W block. It 
takes about six minutes. It’s kind of easier when you have longer legs. 
 
The students wish for safer play areas that are away from traffic and offer greater shade: 
 Dangerous unfenced play area:  
There should be a fence near that car park...If your ball goes into the car park you get in trouble and the 
teacher won’t get it for you...Because like your handball goes down there and then you go to go get it and 
then teachers yell at you and then they don't even go to get it...A lot of business trucks and everything 
come down here. 
 Lack of shade:  
The only really shaded area is like under the buildings and it gets pretty crowded...and you can get burnt 
[sitting in the Year 7 area]. 
 
As mentioned previously, the Year 7 students feel greater wellbeing in colourful, spacious 
classrooms. It is therefore unsurprising that they say they feel unable to learn and unhappy 
in dull, crowded rooms: 
 H Block: We don't like that one, all of us...There's no colour. It's just grey. A lot of our classes in that block 
are as well. It's just very enclosed and very dark and there's not really that much colour. Unlike W Block - 
the classrooms up there have got these big, round red and green desks and it's just bright and happy. 
 Non-Year 7 classrooms: Desks are very big and chunky so everyone’s all squished together quite a lot.  
Social connections and spaces for wellbeing 
The location of the Year 7 building at the extreme end of the campus means that Year 7 
students’ wellbeing is tempered by being separate and together. Their responses indicated 
that social connections, especially with other Year 7 students, contribute significantly to 
their wellbeing at School A.  Having clearly identified safe spaces for togetherness where 
they can hang out and play with friends is an important need that has been addressed in the 
school design. Many of the students shared that they felt safe having their own area, with 
one commenting: 
I feel comfortable and safe there mainly because there’s other kids that went to primary school and 
they’re also in the same grade as us and they’re only just beginning like we are and I feel really like 
safe in there. 
 
In contrast, some students reported that the enforced boundaries between their Year 7 
space and the other years’ spaces lessened their sense of belonging to the whole school 
community. One described feeling cut off from ‘pretty much all the other places, apart from 
the grade seven area and the sports hall’. Another felt quite lost and intimidated when 
required to go outside the normal Year 7 confines:  
Everybody was like saying to go to U or Q or U block … to find [the teacher] … because I had to give her 
a photo and then the end, I went to U block and there was nobody there and it was so professional 
and then there were so many tall people.  And then all the teachers just yelled at you because like you 
were near a bigger area than what you were supposed to be. 
 
Positive relationships with supportive teachers also appeared to be important to wellbeing. 
The students often associated particular ‘safe’ spaces with supportive teachers, for 
example: 
There’s also really nice teachers in those blocks....  They take things like not that serious as primary 
teachers do ...because they teach different grades too so they know what’s expected...They 
understand us...well this is like our first year they don’t like take everything out on us. Like primary 
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school teachers they’ll be like don’t do this, don’t do that, but like when you’re in the classrooms in 
high school like it feels much more safer. 
 
Another student explained how the combined attributes of the teacher and the space 
created a space conducive to learning science and hence wellbeing: 
[It] is my favourite class because it’s science and I love science so much and I have the best teacher.  
He’s really funny.  A lot of the times we do a lot of experiments and the room is so big and I just love it. 
Student suggestions for enhancing School A spaces  
The students offered a number of suggestions for enhancing their school spaces which 
included aspects of physical appeal, comfort and safety, such as: 
 I’d kind of like more artwork around the school. 
 Shade over the leadership area, eating area and basketball court in the Year 7 area  
 Fence around the car park area. 
One student was keen to address problems of distance and lost class time experienced in 
moving between Year 7 and other classrooms:   
If the Year 7s are up at the other end they’re near admin, library, sports hall, and they don’t have to 
walk that far. But the problem is a lot of our classes are in W block though. 
As a way to enhance lasting social interaction, one student suggested: 
I reckon we should have a photo booth for like memories.  Like when from Year 7 to Year 12 you could 
see like all the photos with friends and stuff. 
 
In addition, the students drew some imaginative design options as outlined below.  
Student imaginings of high school spaces  
In five groups the students drew pictures of their imagined improved or ideal high school as 
they talked to researchers about key features in their drawing. These are outlined below, 
with colour coding to indicate what the researchers considered to be: 
Immediate concerns 
Achievable short-term changes 
Wishful thinking/long-term changes 
 
A sample drawing is also included below for Group 1.   
 
Group 1 drawing: key elements  
As shown in Figure 6 below, three students divided the paper into three discrete areas and 
made individual drawings.  
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Figure 6 Group 1 drawing  
Student 1 imagined: 
 Shade over Year 7 leader area to eliminate sunburn 
 Boomerang shaped desks for increased efficiency 
 Smart boards 
 Bigger H11 
  
Student 2 imagined:  
 Shade over Year 7 leader area 
 Blinds on classroom windows to block out sun and stop students communicating 
through the windows.  
 Making H and K blocks cleaner – by removing rubbish and graffiti. 
 
Student 3 imagined:  
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 Year 12 moved to W and V blocks 
 Year 7 in the middle - H Block to be for Year 7 
 
Group 2 drawing: key elements 
Four students divided the paper into four discrete areas and made individual drawings. 
  
Student 1 imagined:   
 Interactive ‘welcome’ signs (as per Library) in all areas 
 Gyms in Year level areas. 
 
Student 2 imagined::  
 Outside classrooms –  ‘an amazing idea’. 
 Being surrounded by greenery and fresh air to enable clear thinking, better learning and 
ability to hang out with friends.  
 
Student 3 imagined:   
 Bright colours on walls and odd shaped desks in H Block: to enable up to four people to 
work together. 
 Inspirational posters and paintings  
 Windows 
  
Student 4 imagined:   
 Windows for natural light in H Block  
 Bright colours on external walls. 
 
Group 3 drawing: key elements 
Group 3 consisted of three students who collaboratively created a drawing headed 
‘Inspiration!’ They imagined: 
 Shade over the Year 7 area and basketball area. 
 Fence near the car park. 
 Photo booth ‘to capture memories’  
 
Group 4 drawing: key elements 
Group 3 consisted of three students who collaboratively drew a plan of the school grounds. 
They imagined: 
 Fence surrounding car park: “we need a fence so no one gets hurt and the balls don't roll 
into the car park” 
 Shade over Year 7 eating area, basketball court and Year 7 leaders’ area.  
 No Kissing! Year 12 area. 
 
Group 5 drawing: key elements 
One student working alone imagined: 
Teacher has a ‘ray gun’ (Ageatron 9000) that turns intimidating Year 12 students into Year 7 
size, but allows them to keep their knowledge and return to Year 12 size at end of the day  
 
 
Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland, Rolfe (2016) High School Spaces & Student Transitioning - FINAL De-identified report       26 
 
Common features of the 5 drawings: 
Three major themes were common across all groups. Two related directly to student health 
and safety: 
 The need for a fence around the car park: for student safety, particularly when playing 
ball games  
 The need for shade in the Year 7 area and basketball court: for prevention of sunburn 
The third theme concerned the proximity of Year 12 students who were seen as 
intimidating. The ‘ray-gun’ to shrink Year 12 students to the same size as Year 7 students is 
indicative of the students’ fears, having moved from being the biggest students in primary 
to the smallest in secondary. Relocating the Year 7 area to the centre of the school, instead 
of on the fringe, is seen by students as one possible solution. While Year 12 students may 
not present a real and present threat, their behaviour is menacing (calling out in jest) or 
troubling (as indicated by the call for ‘No Kissing’ in the Year 12 area). 
 
School A leader perspectives 
Whilst reviewing the students’ commentary and drawings, the school leader shared the 
following observations about spaces students had associated with aspects of wellbeing or 
limited wellbeing: 
Spaces of wellbeing 
The school leader had anticipated that the students would mention the Year 7 oval and 
basketball court as these are popular places and their use is closely managed:   
 Year 7 oval and basketball court:  
We've had to keep tight times on when they can be there.  Some kids wait for it to open.  …They like to 
be there, so we've put some times on when that happens.  There's 15 minutes of their break time they 
can't go there because otherwise we've got to force them to eat … So they go there from 11:30 to 12 
o'clock and we have a bell for them being allowed to do that.  
 
With regard to other Year 7 spaces, the school leader anticipated that the sense of 
wellbeing had to do with feeling safe, and being closely supervised by adults. 
 
 General Year 7 area:  
This one's a Year 7 area, so they'd all feel - because they're - it's the only place - I told them to feel safe 
there [laughs]. 
 Year 7 leaders’ area:  
This is the special elites corner. … They’ve got their own little secret garden. It's something that we've 
done, I suppose, to reward the good kids, and they get monitored through the - so the staff room is glass 
windows from here, where all the kids would be sitting right there. So it's a place where we can - not 
isolate, but encourage only good kids to be in. 
 
He was also unsurprised that the library was a preferred space particularly for those 
students who wanted some quiet or to catch up on work, or who were not regarded as 
sporty types.    
 Library extension reader room:   
For them to have been in that room, that student has to be a part of the high achieving group. Ninety nine 
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per cent of the - well, 98 per cent of cohort have never even seen that before. So it means you’ve got a 
good kid.  
Other spaces that students preferred were surprising for the school leader. 
 Yarning circle:  
My thinking would be it's the biggest distance from teachers, so they go there because it's far...there's a 
teacher timetable to do playground duty there, but it's a big space where, if I was a kid picking a place to 
cause mischief, it'd be there, and it's hard. …There's a fair bit of trouble happens there, but the kids are 
free and they can run around, I suppose. On the concrete they're not allowed to run, so … they can kick the 
footy there. ... They play handball with their mates, that type of stuff.      
 Year 9 area:  
The Year 9 area's a surprise. They're not allowed to go there...I suppose - if - to look at, it's probably the 
nicest space. We've got an amphitheatre there. Every once in a while we have concerts in there, and then 
we free up the rules…and they can go to that space to watch the band or something.  
 
He also noted some variation between student and teacher preferences:  
 Coloured furniture:  
The teachers hate it….Because it's in a funny shape. It's like a trapezoid or something. It just makes seating 
a little bit annoying. 
Spaces of limited wellbeing 
The school leader was aware of some aspects that students associated with limited 
wellbeing, including:  
 Car park:  
They are aware they are not allowed to go and get their ball if it goes into the car park...Well that’s 
probably - for me, that’s a win [that they are aware].It's funny how many of them also get in trouble for 
cartwheeling and rolling down this hill into that space, which is nearly on to the road. Some kids are 
running up the road or whatever, we find them and they're in trouble. 
 Crowded corridors:  
During break times – in the class changeover time the traffic is so big that that corridor is too narrow to fit 
the number of kids walking up and down it. So even if they're big kids they often walk in that space and 
you can see where the grass should because you can't fit that - see the people through that space, moving 
through there. So that’s just another hindsight thing. 
Spatial challenges of spaces for student transition and wellbeing 
The school leader admitted that the school faces three serious spatial challenges in 
supporting Year 7 students’ transition, as follows: 
 
1. No area for large groups of people: Difficulty in establishing a sense of community. 
The school leader alluded to a major problem related to lack of auditorium or hall that can 
accommodate the entire school community for events or even conveniently seat whole 
cohorts for NAPLAN testing.    
We need a place where we can sit everyone down: there's nowhere you can put a group of kids that is 
that big and sit them down besides the sports hall.  For you to use the sports hall, you have to disrupt 
five classes of kids.  So you have to re-timetable five times.  ..some of the staff sit on the stairs when 
you go to staff meeting.  You can't get that many people to sit anywhere, and that's a big challenge. 
How do you address a group of people?  How do you sit the parents down?  When you invite the 
parents to school, where do you put them? Where do you sit 2000 people to watch an event [like a 
cross country or athletics carnival]?  You need a stadium.  [In organising for an event such as NAPLAN] 
we’ve displaced 25 classrooms for three days. It's just a logistical nightmare.  
 
Two partial solutions to the problem of accommodating large groups have been developed: 
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 House groupings: So we've invested a fair bit of effort into their house groupings competing for points to 
give them a bit of that community type stuff, but there's no opportunity for them to ever be together [in a 
physical space] so they would not know who was in their house. 
 Use of neighbouring [institution’s] facilities: Negotiations [with the institution] to use [their]  facilities has 
occurred in the past.  
 
Size of the campus and distance between Year 7 and specialist classrooms and facilities   
The school leader the physical and social challenges that the size of the campus causes for 
Year 7 students. 
The Year 7 coordinator indicated he walked an average of 13km each day as he moved from the Year 7 
building to classes situated in other buildings on site. Year 7 students would walk an equivalent 
distance each day carrying their school bags. There are five lessons per day and all of the spaces 
between buildings are crowded with students moving in multiple directions to their next class for ten 
minutes between each lesson. Socially the Year 7s expressed some concerns about being so close to 
Year 12 students.  
 
2. Limited accessibility for students with disabilities and sensory issues. 
The school leader indicated there is an accessibility problem due to inadequate lifts: 
The lifts… actually don't service any students with a disability as we have to timetable students with 
mobility issues on the lower levels because of the fire regulations. 
 
3. Teachers have limited time in classrooms to personalise the space. 
The school leader noted that classrooms tend to be quite dull as teachers have little 
ownership of their teaching spaces or opportunity to personalise them. 
Last year I taught in six different classrooms.  So some teachers might teach in nine different places 
throughout the school and their classes might be timetabled a kilometre apart.   
 
For the same reason, teachers seldom take advantage of more flexible spaces for 
collaborative teaching. 
While some classrooms have operable walls, Demountable walls are great for flexibility but the reality 
is for you to take apart a wall and put it back together and teach a class and make that purposeful in 
under 70 minutes means that it never really happens.   
Notion of wellbeing 
For the school leader, wellbeing means students feeling safe within the larger school environment. 
He admitted that this was not his ideal definition of wellbeing, but he was still reflecting on 
alternatives.  
 
He emphasised that his role focuses on safety, building relationships and designing systems and 
activities: 
So when I think about Year 7 wellbeing I think about them having relationships with teachers and I 
think their wellbeing is built around the contact time that they have with them...it's interesting to think 
about it from the kids' perspective.  I think about it the way that we cater for it by giving them 
constantly a safe place to be and a safe people to talk to and an open door and an open choice on who 
they talk to...we do our best to help them with their concerns in consultation with their family and 
whatever people can support them.   
 
A key strategy he adopts to foster Year 7 student wellbeing at school is to minimise any 
opportunities for mischief or harm. He reflected: 
So that's a proactive strategy to mitigate any, and reduce the number of, anything negative that can 
happen. 
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When touring the school with the school leader, it is apparent that he translates this understanding 
of wellbeing into practice. He seemingly knows all Year 7 students by name. He is observant and 
energetic in moving about the school, spotting problems that need addressing seeking ways to 
support the students. He described how he proactively experiments with new ways to promote Year 
7 wellbeing. For example, he adjusted the location of Year 7 rooms, and moved the Year 12 students 
nearby after reflecting on some of the learning experiences from the year before.  
Ideas for enhancing the space 
The school leader recognised that school building problems and solutions are often learned 
from hindsight. He considered that the School A built environment was not something easily 
open to modification. However, he was already thinking of smaller ways to enhance 
wellbeing based on the student concerns and ideas we shared with him. For example, he 
identified the following possible solutions:  
 Not having to walk past Year 12 students in crowded corridors:  
That’s an easy solve - there's probably another route that they could take that we maybe could have paved 
at a minimal expense...If we directed them straight through that grass and around the back way, rather 
than through where all the kids are, we encourage them all down this pathway.  
 Wayfinding signs:  
So we were thinking about getting some of those [signposts] around the place, so this many metres to 
these different landmarks around the school, encourage the students' numeracy and create some signs. 
 Re-labelling the rooms, changing from facilities management numbering system:  
Every single room was given a number, including the interconnecting rooms and cupboards, of course, but 
that then means that when you go, as a kid, to a room you might find them to make no sense at all. So 
buildings next to each other also don’t match, so you … you can have H14 next to H1.  
 
Observational walkthrough assessment 
The importance of outdoor areas identified by the School A students was also recognised in 
the walkthrough tool used by the independent assessors (Appendix C; Figures 30, 31). For 
School A, spaces for individual time and spaces for informal social interaction and play were 
rated as fair; flexibility of outdoor spaces for varied use as fair to good; and spaces for 
outdoor learning, assembly and sports activities as well as green areas and natural elements 
as good. 
 
The issues at School A related to crowded walkways, size of campus and distance are 
evident also in the independent observational walkthrough assessment in relation to the 
site and its layout and wayfinding characteristics. The assessors rated accessibility around 
the school as fair to good but this was mainly in terms of accessibility related to disability. 
The provision of walkways was rated as good although there was a relatively high level of 
congestion at breaks between classes especially when these occurred at the same time. 
Observations of student movement revealed a sense of urgency, with some students having 
a reasonable distance to travel to their next class or activity. In terms of weather protection 
there is a prevalence of covered walkways (rated as good) however because of the 
congestion between classes students are forced to walk outside these areas, which are 
generally unprotected. The lack of shade and fencing mentioned by students was also 
reflected in the independent audit in relation to weather protection and secure fencing. In 
terms of fencing this was rated as fair and for weather protection fair to good. 
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Researcher perspectives: School A  
The researchers were impressed by the care and attention provided to Year 7 students to 
support their successful transition to life and learning at School A. In this final section of the 
School A case we present our commendations, discuss some interesting tensions we noted 
and respectfully offer some suggestions for ongoing development of spaces for wellbeing.  
Commendations  
The Year 7 leader and teacher demonstrate a keen awareness of the Year 7 students as a 
group within the school. The students that we met indicated that they feel confident and 
excited by their transition to secondary schooling. Student wellbeing is being supported by: 
1. Provision of purpose-designed Year 7 building – to create a physical and social home 
base for year students within a very large school site 
2. Structured orientation program that began in Year 6 and continued into the start of  
3. Year 7 – builds awareness of their new school environment and its varied formal and 
informal spaces 
4. Emphasis on positive relationships between staff and students – helps students navigate 
their new learning environment and productively use the spaces available to them 
5. Social activities such as popcorn, music, chalk drawing in the Year 7 area at lunchtimes, 
as well as sporting and chess clubs – fosters  social interaction and a sense of belonging 
at the school  
6. Readiness to consider new ways to enhance their schooling experience, including re-
orientating the year level spaces within the school – enhances students’ experience of 
the school as social learning environment.  
Tensions 
There are some interesting contradictions and tensions around particular spaces that 
deserve further exploration involving students and teachers. For example, the stone circle 
appears to be both a site of social interaction and relaxation (from the students’ 
perspective) and of trouble (from the teachers’ perspective). Similarly, the students are 
asking for more coloured furniture and flexible desks, while the teachers do not like them.  
 
The size of the population is a significant factor in the student and teacher experiences of 
the school spaces. The length of the site of almost one kilometre also impacts on the 
student and teacher experiences of learning and wellbeing.  
 
The location of the Year 7 building at the extreme end of the campus is both an advantage 
and a disadvantage. It provides Year 7 students a relatively safe haven to learn and socialise 
with peers, to settle into the high school environment without being totally immersed in it. 
Yet its physical separation seems to generate some anxiety and otherness for Year 7 
students, who move with some trepidation into the less familiar areas of the school where 
encounters with older students and ‘strange’ teachers can be quite intimidating. The 
distance of the Year 7 building from specialist classrooms and the sports hall is also 
problematic due to the long distances the school’s youngest (and often smaller) students 
have to walk carrying heavy bags, and inevitably arriving late for some classes.  
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The need to regularly navigate this extensive campus, along crowded pathways, could be 
especially challenging for students with limited mobility or visual impairment (we saw no 
braille or guide tracks).  There are also surprisingly few visual clues to the social and cultural 
diversity of the school community. 
 
While the campus is extremely clean and efficiently managed, it is yet to fully develop a 
lived-in character. While the absence of graffiti and litter are commendable, colourful 
displays and enticing shaded outdoor spaces (e.g. along the centre of Education Avenue) 
could add personality and excitement. As the gardens and trees mature, they will soften the 
currently rather stark appearance of the site.   
Suggestions: School A 
Based on the findings presented above, the researchers offer the following suggestions for 
further supporting the transition of Year 7 students through enhanced spaces for wellbeing 
at School A (Table 2).   
 
Dimensions of wellbeing Suggetions 
Feeling comfortable and 
safe 
1. Create spaces and formal buddy programs where Year 7 students 
can safely get to know senior students. 
2. Fence around the car park area. 
3. Provide shade over the leadership area, eating area and basketball 
court in the Year 7 area. 
4. Consider other ways to minimise crowds during transition times,  
eg: split lunchtimes, or staggered school starting and finishing 
times. 
5. Develop clearer signage, colour coding and creative building 
names to assist way finding around the campus 
Can think and learn 6. Revitalise dull classrooms with colourful, flexible furniture and 
fittings.  
Hang out with friends 7. Provide more equipment for active play in Year 7 areas, especially 
on the oval.  
Feel happy 8. Consider artworks and colour in grey building areas 
Can be me 9. Celebrate cultural diversity of the school community through 
displays, colour schemes, murals, mosaics, multilingual signs. 
Part of the school 
community 
10. Include rubbish bins outside the school gate to help with tidiness. 
11. Promote the library as social learning hub of the school 
community. 
12. Foster inclusivity by ensuring that students of all abilities and 
backgrounds can freely participate in the life of the school; 
universal design principles (NDA, 2014) 
Table 2 Suggestions for School A  
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CASE STUDY 2: SCHOOL B 
Overview: Case Study 2 School B 
The QUT research team visited School B on 25-26 May 2016. 
We worked with 10 Year 7 students, a group of boys and girls. We also interviewed the 
Deputy Principal (school leader participant) and a Year 7 Teacher. 
Introduction to School B 
School B was founded in the 1970s and is located in an established residential suburb. 
School B has a strong academic and sporting program. The maximum student enrolment 
capacity of is over 2000 students. Its student population is gradually rising, with about 80 
percent of its enrolled student capacity in 2015 and ICEA value of a little over 1100 (ACARA, 
2016; DET, 2015).  
 
School B received the first intake of Year 7 students in 2015.  
School B site 
School B is set on the side of a quite steep hill, with a large oval and sports fields at the 
bottom. A creek wraps around three sides of the campus and has suffered severe flooding in 
the past. The school grounds are green and well tended, with established trees and garden 
beds. The campus adjoins bushland along the creek perimeter and residential streets at the 
higher end. The school buildings are quite tightly packed. There are several entry points to 
the school campus. As well as the main school gate there are several entries that provide 
vehicle access to carparks and/or pedestrian access to the school. 
Year 7 area at School B 
S Block was purpose designed and constructed for Year 7 students and welcomed the first 
cohort in 2016. It was built on pylons close to the creek bank. This three storey building 
contains a suite of 16 flexible classrooms, drama and art rooms on the first and second 
floors. They provide bright fittings and furnishings, air conditioning and Wi-Fi. The ground 
floor, known generally as ‘Under S Block’, is an open-sided break area for Year 7 students.  
In contrast to the learning spaces above, this is a rather stark area with plain concrete walls 
and a concrete floor covered with artificial grass matting. There are some bench seats 
around the edge, with a large open space in the middle that students mainly use for 
handball.  
Supporting Year 7 transition at School B 
As the Year 7 Coordinator explained, considerable effort is made to create a welcoming 
supportive environment for the new students each year. The transition program begins 
while the students are still in Year 6. The head of department goes around the different 
feeder schools to promote the school to the students. The deputy principal runs a transition 
night for prospective students and parents where they also meet the guidance officers and 
other key School B staff. Several schools also bring Year 6 students on visits to School B.  
Then at the start of the school year, there is a special orientation day for Year 7 students. 
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Towards the end of Year 6, the students attend a personal interview where they receive a 
transition passport. Copies of the passport, along with letters to the principal and Year 6 
teachers, are also sent to all the feeder schools. This is a printed document in which the 
students are asked to provide some information about themselves, including a photo and 
their particular abilities, interests, likes and dislikes. Before the summer holidays, the Year 7 
teachers are given these passports to help them become familiar with each student before 
they even start at School B. The Year 7 Coordinator commented that this passport is helpful 
both for the teachers and the students: 
It's really rewarding to see a number of students smile.  You know their name on the first day.  That 
makes them feel like at home… Most kids like doing it.  They love putting their selfies on there and 
talking about themselves. 
 
The Year 7 Coordinator noted that the 2016 Year 7 students appear to have transitioned 
quite smoothly into School B. He said that the school staff had applied some useful learning 
from managing the previous year’s initial Year 7 cohort. As a result, the current Year 7 
students seemed better prepared and organised. 
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School B Year 7 Student perspectives 
The following sections present findings related to students’ perspectives on: 
• Spaces of wellbeing and Spaces of limited wellbeing for School B students,  
ie. WHERE students experience a greater or lesser sense of wellbeing     
 Characteristics of spaces of wellbeing at School B,  
ie. WHAT makes particular spaces more or less supportive of student wellbeing    
 Social connections and spaces of wellbeing at School B  
ie. WHO makes spaces more or less supportive of student wellbeing 
 Student imaginings of ideal high school spaces 
 Student suggestions for enhancing School B spaces  
Spaces of wellbeing for School B Year 7 students 
The following photos (Figure 7) illustrate some of the spaces spaces around the School B 
campus where the Year 7 participant students experience various aspects of wellbeing.  
They were taken during the student-led tour of the school. The coloured cards indicate the 
particular aspects of wellbeing individuals associated with these spaces. So for example, the 
library was four students’ preferred space. Here, they variously reported feeling: 
comfortable, safe, able to be me, feel of the community and able to think and learn.   
 
 
Figure 7 Spaces of wellbeing for School B students  
Overwhelmingly ‘under S Block’ (the Year 7 building) was the space that School B students 
identified as their preferred space. Collectively, they associated it with all six dimensions of 
wellbeing, as shown in Figure 8 below. 
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Figure 8 Spaces students associate with wellbeing at School B 
Year 7 area (S Block): The students are keen to spend most of their time in and under S 
Block because it is their own space within the whole campus. They appreciate its location 
away from the busier parts of the campus. As newer members of the school, they find the 
familiarity of Year 7 space reassuring. It is somewhere they feel happy as they can study and 
socialise quite safely, as these snippet of student conversation express:  
That's like where all the Year 7s are mainly … That's we are taught; we do practically everything…. 
It's the main place that people are.  That's where most of our classes are. … and other people can't 
come….It’s great; nobody else is allowed to come here except for Year 7s, so we feel safe.   
 
Library: The Library is another welcoming space where some students like to spend time 
with friends whilst feeling part of the wider school community. It is also where one student 
feels he ‘can be me’ away from the more crowded Year 7 space and elsewhere on campus. 
While some associate it with fun, others experience it as a quiet getaway space where they 
can be on their own for a while, to relax and read, think and learn.  
 It’s nice because it’s quiet and you can come in here and relax and read books and it’s cool 
 It’s quiet and you get to kind of just sit and do nothing or read a book which is fun. 
 
Performing Arts (Q Block): Here students from across the school come together with a 
shared interest in music and art. One Year 7 student commented that here she felt part of 
the school community, another was happy here because he was having fun with friends.   
It’s where I get to play my instruments and where I get to be with everyone else.   
Similarly, one student mentioned the Activities Centre (hall) as somewhere she is happy 
because she plays sport with friends here. In addition, she feels part of the community here 
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Oval: While most of the students preferred indoor or covered spaces (like the library or 
under S Block), two students selected the oval. They associated it with being happy, active 
and having fun with friends. One also appeared to enjoy a sense of freedom here:  
When you are on the oval you can almost do whatever you like.  
 
Tuckshop: One student feels happy at the tuckshop ‘because of food’. When questioned, he 
said that he does not associate the tuckshop with other aspects of wellbeing such as 
hanging out with friends.   
Spaces of limited wellbeing for School B Year 7 students 
The photos below (Figure 9) represent spaces around the School B campus where the Year 7 
participant students experience aspects of limited wellbeing.  They were taken during the 











Figure 9 Spaces of limited wellbeing for School B students 
Figure 10 below summarises the spaces that the School B students associated with limited 
wellbeing. Three key points stand out from the students’ responses about their less 
preferred spaces: 
 They identified fewer spaces and aspects of limited wellbeing than of wellbeing 
 The spaces they associated with limited wellbeing are mainly outdoors (oval and 
pathways) – whereas the spaces they associated (more positively) with wellbeing are 
mainly indoors or covered (e.g. the library, under Year 7 building) 
 In most cases, limited wellbeing in these spaces is associated with feeling uncomfortable 
and unsafe 
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Figure 10 Spaces students associate with limited wellbeing at School B 
The students were anxious about being jostled by older students in the narrow pathways 
between buildings. They found them to be ‘too busy’ with ‘too many people’ and it was 
difficult to ‘push a way through’.  The alleyway between S Block and the tuckshop was a site 
of particular discomfort as ‘it looks like a dungeon’ and some students felt trapped between 
two buildings with older students: 
I don’t feel comfortable here because there’s always older kids hanging around, and it’s between two 
safe places. 
 
The ‘out of bounds’ path behind at the side of S Block leading to the Activities Centre and 
along the creek felt dangerous to students. They were afraid both of the people and the 
physical features in this space: the older students and ‘creepy’ people who sometimes came 
there; and the steep bank down to the creek and surrounding overgrown area.   
• It seems a bit gloomy, because of the trees, and the bush around it, and it’s sometimes where 
older kids hang around, and so I don’t feel very comfortable around here…. the older kids 
intimidate me a bit. 
• There's often older people around there …. they could be creepy .. [It’s a] bit awkward walking 
past … sometimes they can make some really weird comments …. Random, stupid things like 
you've got your socks untied. 
 
Although not out of bounds, some spaces seemed a bit forbidding, due to the attitude of 
older students or teachers: 
• I used to go round a few different places but I don't really do that anymore …[because] Some 
people are scary, creepy. 



























Spaces of limited wellbeing -  School B 
NOT Feel happy
NOT Feel comfortable and safe
NOT Free to be me
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• Some teachers don't like seeing younger kids around .. [What I did] wasn't necessarily the wrong - 
I don't actually know why. 
 
Other places were unsettling because just do not feel right, for example: 
There's [a] really weird locker place … It's a building. But there's no doors or anything, so it's just open 
… it echoes in there. 
 
Some students appeared to associate spaces of limited wellbeing with various constraints. 
For examples, one student said he ‘cannot be me’ in the Activities Centre because when 
they go there for assembly it is crowded and he cannot talk with friends: 
[We have] to be dead silent … you're not interacting’. 
Another, who previously mentioned that he felt happy on the oval, also said that he was not 
happy that he is not always allowed to go there: 
I used to go down to the oval to do stuff and then we found out that we weren't allowed to play again 
up there, so we moved back up and started playing like in front of the school 
   
Sometimes students associated feelings of limited wellbeing with particular events held in a 
space. So for example, a student did not like the Activities Centre because assemblies are 
held there and it is uncomfortable and boring: 
You're overrun by other kids … at assemblies … I feel like I'm bored and - because it's hard to listen, 
because everybody's talking, and there's so much noise … It gets really hot 
  
Similarly, a student did not feel happy in the Learning Centre because she associated it with 
school photos and vaccinations: 
We get needles here … and it smells weird. 
 
The previous student’s comment also illustrates the power of sensory responses to affect 
feelings about a space. Similarly, a student commented that one adverse aspect of the area 
under S Block is smelly toilets.  
Mapping spaces of wellbeing 
When students placed cards on a map of the school to indicate spaces they associated with 
wellbeing, there was a notable clustering around the Year 7 building. They explained that 
here they felt happy and safe, could hang out with friends, and think and learn. Other 
spaces of wellbeing that they identified on the map, such as the library, oval and the 
Activities Centre, are also quite close to the Year 7 building. In contrast, the spaces of 
limited wellbeing are more spread across the campus and tend to be further away from the 
Year 7 area. 
Social connections and spaces for wellbeing 
The students’ maps and conversation highlight that they like having the Year 7 building 
located to one side of the side of the campus. They appear to be glad to be somewhat 
separate from students in other year levels, and gave little indication of wanting to be closer 
physically or socially. This separateness seems to have enabled them to bond as a cohort 
and to make personal friends with other Year 7 students.  
Year 7 Student notions of wellbeing 
Collectively, the School B students came up the following notion of wellbeing. 
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Wellbeing is feeling positive about yourself and the place you are in: 
 Feeling good … casual… You wouldn't really have a worry about anything… You'd enjoy the place 
you're in. 
Wellbeing comes through ‘feeling part of the school community’, participating and 
succeeding both academically and personally:  
feeling that you're actually achieving something in life... [good] feelings and everything … being 
involved in activities and stuff 
 
It also involves a sense of safety and happiness irrespective of place: 
Feeling comfortable and safe … you're happy and you feel comfortable wherever you are. 
 
In contrast, places where you do not feel wellbeing ‘put you out of your comfort zone’. 
‘Bullies’ and ‘people doing the wrong things’ can adversely affect your wellbeing in a 
particular space. 
Year 7 Student suggestions for enhancing School B spaces  
The School B students’ suggestions mainly focused on adding sports and play equipment 
including soccer posts; and a large climbing frame and maze:  
A playground but it's like better, not like one of those kiddy things. 
 
One suggested that students would welcome more variety in their classrooms and teachers:   
For each lesson, a different teacher and a different classroom … it would be more fun to just walk 
around the school 
 
These suggestions are reflected in the following drawings of their imagined ideal school. 
Year 7 Student imaginings of ideal school 
In three groups the School B students drew pictures of how they imagined an improved or 
ideal School B (Figures 11, 12, 13). Key elements of each drawing are outlined below, with 
colour coding to indicate what the researchers considered to be: 
Immediate concerns 
Achievable short-term changes 
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Group 1 (3 students) 
 
In this drawing the students 
link the school grounds to a 
‘new world’ via a pathway, 
with the Year 7 area under a 
magnifying glass. As one 
student said it could 
represent ‘discovering 
yourself’ at high school.  
 
Figure 11 Group 1 drawing 
Although the picture mainly conveys a sense of wellbeing, a roaring lion represents some 
anxiety about older students.  
The colourful blocks and interconnecting paths indicate these students’ wish for 
less bland buildings and the opportunity to move around the campus more: 
Maybe if Year 7s weren't just in one block, because then we're able to not just be in one block. If we 
were maybe in multiple blocks so that it's preparing us for later. … because later on - like next year, 
we're going to have to move around the school. But we won't know. It's like we won't really know our 
way around school…. maybe we can be in a few blocks instead of just one.  
 
Group 2 (2 students) 
 
  
The central feature of Group 
3’s drawing is a large 
microscope to look at ‘the 
small things in life’ at school. 
Figure 12 Group 2 drawing 
These students focused on outdoor spaces and activities. 
They requested ‘more colour and art’, and opportunities for ‘being in more than one block’. 
They wished for a ropes course or ‘a maze and a climbing frame put together’ and 
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 ‘outdoor activities during class’. They also envisaged access to the creek along a well 
maintained path so they could: 
Just walk down there to talk to your friends and stuff like that, walking along… Peaceful and relaxing 
… Near the creek 
They imagined a swimming pool where they could hold swimming carnivals, and 
 elevators to help them move up and down the steeply sloping site.  
 
Group 2 (4 students) 
 
This drawing is of a hand under the headings 
‘It’s a new day’ and ‘be awesome’. It features a 
shining sun, small clouds, and birds in flight. In 
the centre there is a hand with the slogan ‘say 
yes’ repeated multiple times.  
 
Figure 13 Group 3 drawing 
According to the students, the palm of the hand represents Year 7 with the fingers each 
representing a different year level from Year 8 to Year 12.  
Hands are used for so many things and… That's a big transaction… when you go from 6 to 7 and 
you've got to move school… So it could be putting your hand up because you could say yes to 
everything instead of saying no… You could just say yes all the way around… Because [at high school] 
you can get involved in a lot more things… and have fun. 
 
With this drawing the students envisage new subjects, new friends, learning, experience, 
joy, acceptance, control, new class, friends, clubs and teams, sport, adventure, maths, 
acceptance, play. They encourage Year 7 students to shout ‘woop woop’, go bananas and 
never give up as high school is awesome and exciting.  
 
This drawing essentially represents the whole School B as a space of wellbeing.  It does not 
suggest any evident concerns or wished for changes. 
 
Common features of the 3 drawings 
The three drawings indicate that these Year 7 students feel quite at home at School B 
although most would appreciate the opportunity to move more freely around the campus 
and have a wider range of outdoor activities. Despite the shadow of somewhat fearsome 
Year 12 students, the students appear to be settling well into their new high school 
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environment where they are making friends and enjoying a range of new learning and social 
experiences. 
 
School B Year 7 Coordinator perspectives 
The Year 7 Coordinator has always taught secondary students, including disengaged 
students at another high school. He said that he has had to completely change his way 
approach to work successfully with Year 7 students: 
A different way of teaching I guess and different dialogue with students.  Everything had to change, 
but I really enjoy it because I can see that you can really shape students at this particular age. 
 
The Year 7 Coordinator described the Year 7 classrooms as ‘sensational’. He enjoys teaching 
in them as they are flexible, bright, and colourful. They enable students to work in various 
groupings. He extends the teaching space by opening movable walls to join up to four 
classrooms and encourages students to use the balconies for small group and individual 
activities:  
The classroom environment really [is a] safe and supportive environment for the students in 
comparison to other classrooms that year 11s and 12s go to … 
He says that what makes the classrooms particularly engaging for the students are:  
The colours, the light, bright colours … the tables.  It's enough space to either have more of an 
auditorium or small groups.  You can allocate different colours.  You can allocate groups with different 
desks and colours. 
 As a result, he considers that ‘the kids are thriving’. 
 
He is less impressed with the area underneath S Block, which is the student’s main break 
area: 
Love teaching in there, but if you're talking about the environment where I wouldn't like to be as a 
Year 7 student, it would be downstairs. 
 
He finds the plain concrete walls and hard floor cold and quite unsafe and unwelcoming.  As 
the students are required to stay mainly in this space, it becomes crowded and noisy. He 
considers it a problem that the students are too close to their classroom and that tensions 
arise due to them being so confined and some ‘pushing and shoving’ occurs. 
 
He also considers that the students need more space and opportunities for active play, 
similar to their primary school grounds. Although some students ask for more handball 
courts, he suggests that they also need alternative outdoor spaces such area for playing 
football where the ball does not run away; and possibly a structured activities program.  
Notion of wellbeing 
The Year 7 Coordinator proposed that wellbeing: 
All comes down to how the person feels at that particular point in time.  As a Year 7 coordinator … I 
always talk about being centred, being aligned with whatever you're doing.  Wellbeing is all about 
making sure that you are there at that particular point in time with whatever you're doing.   
 
He also emphasised that that a student’s wellbeing can be affected by a variety of factors in 
their home life as well as at school:  
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If you've got other factors around, so you haven't been fed, you don't have a blanket, you do not feel 
like coming to school due to senior kids picking on you, you've got a teacher that's constantly nagging 
you, you've got parents who are breaking up, going through a divorce, I guess all of those factors and 
a combination of those factors will impact that person not being centred and not have that wellbeing 
state, not being focused. I find that with a number of students, you take out one of those factors and 
the wellbeing is already in question.     
School B School leader perspectives  
The School B Deputy Principal indicated that parents and students are generally well 
pleased with the Year 7 building. He considers that the teaching areas are well designed and 
furnished, to be hospitable to contemporary learning and teaching.  
 
However, the Deputy Principal drew attention to a number of problems with the ground 
floor design and use which include: 
 Hard concrete surface in the Year 7 main break area under S Block: Students treat the 
artificial grass matting like real grass and run, jump, play handball, do handstands on it. 
This has caused multiple accidents, with ambulance called six times this year. He 
associates this problem with the students having nowhere else to go, as the oval is 
dominated by older students; and lack of alternative activities: 
If there's one thing I didn't plan for and didn't expect, I'd have to say it's lunchtimes. All of the behaviour 
issues I tend to deal with are lunchtime events, when kids aren't necessarily nasty, but they do crazy things 
and then unintended serious accidents happen.  
 Noise in this crowded, covered space: This is especially troubling for ASD students who 
cannot handle the noise and consequently need to eat in another area  
 Falling heavy wood-backed wall and ceiling tiles: These have caused several injuries and 
are currently being replaced. 
 Wide gaps between slats on the balcony railings: Students could climb through or over. 
 
Paradoxically, while parents insist on having a separate ‘safe place’ for Year 7 students, the 
Deputy Principal considers this arrangement to be problematic. Despite parent fears, there 
is little bullying of Year 7 students by older students who are not allowed or ‘not interested’ 
to go into the Year 7 area. Rather, ‘the biggest bullying problem is Year 7s with Year 7s. The 
Deputy Principal considered that tensions between Year 7 students are exacerbated by 
containing ‘400 hyperactive, immature kids’ in the one Year 7 area. He also suggested that 
the breaks are too long for younger students who do not know what to do with the time. 
Consequently, he is currently considering the possibility of involving Year 12 students in a 
leadership role to run activities for Year 7 students during breaks. 
 
The Deputy Principal also expressed concerns about various other safety issues around 
campus that affect Year 7 students and the wider school community. Mostly beyond his 
control, these problems relate to: 
 Pathways around the school: Narrow, congested with students between classes; railings 
block flow; mouldy, slippery concrete surfaces cause tripping accidents; become ‘a 
torrential flood’ when it rains 
 Congestion around the tuckshop which was built before Year 7 moved in: Addressed by 
staggering breaks, with Year 7 and 8 coming ten minutes earlier  
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 Busy  area around the main entry to the school, where the staff car park and school bus 
turnaround are closely located: 
Kids mill around the buses and then the staff are trying to reverse out [past] them. 
Partially addressed by locking car park gates until 3.30pm so that staff cars leave 
after buses. Staggering bus times would also ease this problem, but agreement of 
bus companies is needed.   
 Limited security due to unfenced areas and undergrowth around the creek: Allows 
students to abscond unnoticed and unauthorised adults to access the school grounds:  
Most of our major behaviour issues happen down in the creek 
 Previous and potential future flooding of the campus by  the surrounding creek: 
This is actually terrifying when it floods… it breaks its banks and it comes right up … [one time ] we had this 
emergency evacuation but it's just every principal's worst nightmare, because normally in an evacuation 
like a bomb threat, you move to the oval.  But when the oval's underwater……where are you evacuating 
to? 
 large snakes. 
 
Researcher perspectives 
The researchers were impressed by the design of the learning spaces on the first and second 
floors of S Block. We also commend the considerate support provided to Year 7 students in 
easing their transition to life and learning at School B. In this final section of the School B 
case we present our commendations, discuss some interesting tensions we noted and 
respectfully offer some suggestions for ongoing development of spaces for wellbeing.  
Commendations  
The Year 7 coordinator and Deputy Principal demonstrate a strong commitment to creating 
a supportive environment for Year 7 students at School B. As a result, the students who we 
met appeared to be transitioning successfully into their high school.  Their wellbeing is 
supported by: 
1. Provision of purpose-designed Year 7 building: Provides engaging contemporary learning 
spaces and creates a physical and social home base for year students within a large 
school site 
2. The space under S Block: Offers Year 7 students a clearly defined space of their own.  
This is enables them to create a strong sense of identity and bond as a whole year level. 
3. Students seem to feel generally safe and comfortable at school: It is a seemingly positive 
indication that the student participants mentioned far fewer limited wellbeing aspects 
than wellbeing aspects. Although they expressed concerns about some spaces away 
from the Year 7 area, these seemed to be more associated with unfamiliarity of the 
spaces and the people found there than lack of personal safety. They felt some natural 
intimidation about older students but gave no indication of teasing or bullying by them.   
4. Structured orientation program that began in Year 6 and continued into the start of  
Year 7: Transition passport builds students’ familiarity with their new school 
environment and key support people; and enables teachers to get to know Year 7 
students on a personal level. 
5. Leadership’s awareness and willingness to address unexpected social and activity needs 
of Year 7 students. 
6. Correction of construction faults in the Year 7 building. 





There are some interesting tensions between parent and school leadership about the social 
and spatial needs of Year 7 students. In particular, these relate to the relative advantages of 
locating Year 7 students in a completely separate area or enabling some integration with 
other year level students and activities. It would be worth assessing concerns about keeping 
Year 7 students in a ‘safe place’, alongside the spatial needs of exuberant young people to 
play and release energy.  
It is also important to note the individuality of Year 7 students and that they respond to 
spaces if different ways. For example, one student expressed positive associations with the 
Activities Centre, while others associated it with aspects of limited wellbeing. Similarly, 
although almost every participant associated S Block with aspects of wellbeing, there are 
some activities that it supports less well:  
Sometimes under S block … everyone's under there, like, during breaks. So everyone's really loud and 
playing around, like - if you want to go and do something, if you want to do homework, or something, 
I would suggest you go somewhere where it's not under S Block.  
 
Exposing Year 7 students in a supportive way to other parts of the school community could 
enable their transition and membership of the wider high school community. This would 
respond to a student’s concern about: 
Not being part of the community because we're mainly only in S block.  
 
Navigating School B’s sloping campus, along crowded pathways, could be difficult for 
students with limited mobility or visual impairment. The noisy, crowded area under S Block 
could be disturbing for more reserved students, and those with social or emotional 
challenges. There are few visual clues to the social and cultural diversity of the Year 7 cohort 
in the area under S Block. 
 
The campus is pleasantly landscaped and well maintained. Significant safety issues are 
treated seriously although some, such as flooding and limited security of the site, are 
difficult to address.  
Suggestions: School B 
Based on the findings presented above, the researchers offer the following suggestions for 
further supporting the transition of Year 7 students through enhanced spaces for wellbeing 














Dimensions of wellbeing Suggestions 
Feeling comfortable and 
safe 
1. Provide more equipment for active play for Year 7 students and 
allow them on the oval (or a particular part of it) where they can 
safely play and run 
2. Clear the creek area close to S Block 
3. Create additional shaded areas for Year 7 students away from  
S Block  
Can think and learn 4. Open up other learning spaces to Year 7 students beyond S Block  
Hang out with friends 5. Designate some spaces in other parts of the campus where Year 7 
students are welcome to mix with other students   
Feel happy 6. Develop activity programs for Year 7 students led by Year 12 
students (as proposed by Deputy Principal) 
7. Consider colourful murals to brighten the area under S Block  
Can be me 8. Celebrate cultural diversity of Year 7 students around the school 
through displays, colour schemes, murals, mosaics, multilingual 
signs. 
Part of the school 
community 
9. Continue to engage Year 7 students in library as social and 
creative space, and escape space from busy area under S Block   
10. Foster inclusivity by providing additional social spaces for Year 7 
students who are physically or emotionally uncomfortable in the 
area under S Block; universal design principles (NDA, 2014)    
11. Formally assess the relative advantages of locating Year 7 students 
in a completely separate area or enabling some integration with 
other year level students and activities.   
Table 3 Suggestions for School B 
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CASE STUDY 3: SCHOOL C  
Overview: Case Study 3 School C 
The QUT research team visited School C on 1-2 June 2016. 
We worked with 10 Year 7 students, a group of boys and girls. We also interviewed a  
Year 7 Teacher. 
Introduction to School C 
School C is a P-12 (Prep to Year 12) school campus. It was formed through the amalgamation 
of an existing high school and a primary school. It now comprises the Junior School catering 
for grades prep to 5, Middle School catering for grades 6 to 9, and Senior School catering for 
grades 10 to 12. Therefore, at School C transition from primary to middle school occurs in 
Year 6 for students already at the school; and in Year 7 for students who join School C from 
other primary schools.  
 
The enrolment management plan indicates that the school has the capacity to enrol about 
2400 students (DET, 2015). At the time of the case study student enrolment was close to 
capacity and included about 400 Year 7 students organised into 14 class groups. The 
school’s ICSEA value was just over 1100 (ACARA, 2016).  
 
The school offers a wide range of academic options with particular strength in Performing 
Arts. Students beyond the catchment area can also apply for enrolment in Year 6 and 7 for 
various specialist excellence programs. School C site 
School C is on a hilly site.  It includes a mix of more traditional brick and more contemporary 
style buildings, mostly two or three storey. School C has a purpose designed Performing Arts 
block, with auditorium and music practice areas, as well as a professional quality art studio 
and display space; a separate modern dance studio and gym; and swimming pool. The 
campus is quite densely built, particularly in the central middle and secondary school area. 
There are established trees in the higher part of the campus and more recently created 
gardens and a sandstone yarning circle on the slope that leads down to the oval past the 
new middle school building.   
Year 7 area at School C  
A six story building containing classrooms, a special education unit, staffroom, amenities 
and under-croft was added to the school as part of the Flying Start Infrastructure project 
and won a design award. However, the Year 6 and 7 students have very few of their lessons 
in this new building. Their classrooms are located nearer to the junior school in some of the 
older buildings on the site.  
 
In order to support their transition experience, the Year 7 students were located in their 
own building with classrooms that were similar to those they were used to in primary 
school.  Their Year 7 classrooms were intentionally designed for two teachers to team-teach 
across core curriculum areas in adjacent classrooms with joint access to a computer area. 
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The Year 7 classroom we visited was in a large high-ceilinged space that contained another 
Year 7 classroom, with a computer room between the two. The dividing walls were part 
glass, allowing a clear view through the three rooms. These rooms were completely open on 
one side, with access to an indoor walkway. This was lined with bag racks and windows 
looking out onto the school’s central courtyard. The classroom fittings and furnishings were 
quite traditional and tired-looking. They were due to be updated the following term with 
more contemporary flexible tables and chairs that according to the Year 7 teacher would 
allow for a more innovative learning approach that seeks to release responsibility from the 
teacher to the learner. Air conditioning will also be added. 
Supporting Year 7 transition at School C  
Year 6 and 7 student transition occurs through a collaboratively organised structured 
program. Students attend a Transition day at the end of the year, going to classes and 
meeting teachers and peers they will learn with the following year. New students 
experience tours of the college and meet class teachers.   
 
The Year 7 students are taught core subjects by a small number of teachers as a part of the 
philosophy to have junior secondary schools build stronger relationships with particular 
teachers around their pastoral care. The teacher explained: 
I’m a care-teacher for my 7B class, and I’m an English and History teacher for both of those classes. So 
I guess my role as care-teacher is most important, and I have a stronger connection with that class 
because I see them for home-room, and obviously for English and History. 
 
During the transition activities, the students are invited to reflect on their interests and 
concerns. The Year 7 teacher explained that these activities helped students set some goals, 
but also provided valuable information for teachers to use to get to know the students and 
adapt their plans to suit the students’ needs:  
Well we usually do a little transition booklet, and it works through activities, so it’s lots of questions 
about themselves, and what their kind of expectations are of high school. How do they think it’s going 
to be different? And we ask them questions like: ‘What can we do to support you?’… We also get them 
to write a letter to themselves about what leaving behind that year 6 and setting some goals: What do 
you want to achieve in high school?’ So I find reading those, really helped me get an understanding 
about what they are thinking about.  
 
The student information also provided valuable information for teachers to use to get to 
know the students and create plans for the beginning of the year to suit the students’ 
academic and social needs:   
I do up a seating plan, so I’m thinking about the personalities of the students and who made little 
buddies on the day…  I try to make my groups… quite diverse so that they would make friends, or that 
if they did make a friend on that day, that they could continue that friendship I guess. 
 
The transition experience for students moving from the junior campus to the middle school 
campus is acknowledged as not as difficult as it might be for students transitioning from 
other primary schools. Former School C primary students are well familiar with the general 
location as: 
The year 6 area is … quite close to the Year 7 area, so it’s just around the front of the school near 
Admin. So they are only really moving around the corner to get to the Year 7 area.   
Students are encouraged to be part of a social support for one another. The Year 7 teacher 
shared that: 
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If you did prep to year 6 at School C, then moving into Year 7 is nowhere near as scary, because you 
know the school. So there’s always the [School C Year 6] kids in Year 7, that I kind of use them to help 
me, you know, go and chat to the, if you are lost in the playground, go and talk to the [Year 6 kids]. 
 
The significance of social support and teacher relationships to support Year 7 transition 
experiences was also part of the ongoing role of all Year 7 teachers. After the initial 
transition time, the staff met together to check that all students were well known by the 
teachers:  
We tried to identify students that might be falling between the cracks. We did this really cool activity 
where all the rolls were out for all students in year 6, 7, 8, and 9, and all the middle school teachers 
were there. And we had to go around to the role, and you just placed a tick next to a student that you 
had a good relationship with. Someone that you think would talk to you. So then the team could then 
identify the students that don’t have a good relationship with a teacher. 
 
Orientation to the school spaces was also deliberate. The Year 7 teacher explained:  
We try and support them in their first couple of weeks, like I will actually take them around to their 
classes…. There’s quite a bit of moving around, but I think that after the first couple of weeks, where 
they know where the classes are, then it’s pretty good for them.  
 
The Year 7 home classrooms are in a building located near the entry to the campus and 
above the tuckshop. They are close to a designated Year 7 eating area and several handball 
courts that are exclusively for Year 7 students. These areas are closely supervised and 
students are not allowed into other year level areas (and will gain a detention if they do).   
 
Core classes are all in the same Year 7 classroom with the same teachers. However, students 
move regularly around the campus to specialist classrooms for subjects like Drama, Music 
Languages and HPE. 
 
School C Year 7 student perspectives 
Spaces of wellbeing for School C Year 7 students  
The following photos (Figure 14) taken during the student-led tour show the students’ 
preferred spaces at School C. The coloured cards indicate the particular aspects of wellbeing 
individuals associated with these spaces. So for example, the photo with piano and guitars 
represents a wellbeing space for one student as he can ‘think and learn’ there. 
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Figure 14 Spaces of wellbeing at School C 
As shown in Figure 15 below, the students associated a mix of internal and external spaces 
with wellbeing, while the yarning circle drew the widest range of wellbeing aspects (all 
except ‘think and learn’).  The Performing Arts block, art and music rooms, featured 
prominently in the students’ choices of preferred space, perhaps reflecting the school’s 






























Spaces of wellbeing - School C 
Can think and learn
Feel happy
Part of community
Feel comfortable and safe
Be me
Hang out with friends
Be creative
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Figure 15 Spaces students associate with wellbeing at School C 
The students most frequently associated wellbeing spaces with feeling happy, having fun, 
being creative and doing things that they particularly enjoy with friends. So for example, the 
Art Room also offers a variety of wellbeing aspects. One student feels she can ‘be me’ 
through expressing herself artistically, and this is essentially fun for her: 
I can be myself because I can do like painting that express my feelings, and I can draw. I can have fun 
at the same time. 
 
The Art Room also provides a relaxed social learning space where students can enjoy being 
with friends; company and supportive relationships with teachers: 
This space is like good, because you can like hang out with your friends, and be creative, and make 
whatever you like… And the teachers are really cool… You can sit wherever you like, there’s no 
arranged desks or anything, and everything is pretty laid back. 
 
Similarly, another student is happy in the Music Block because: 
It’s just full of energy here, and there are a lot of things around here that make me feel great, as a 
person who loves music… It’s just the idea that I’m surrounded by music.  
For this student, the Music Block has the added appeal of connection with outdoors and 
nature: 
And it’s really nice because on the balcony, you’ve got the trees here, and it just feels really 
comforting… You’re just, engulfed by nature while being at school and playing your instrument – it’s 
amazing 
 
Being outdoors is important for several students who appreciate being able to get away 
from more formal areas of the campus to relax and socialise at the stone yarning circle and 
surrounding garden area. One student explained:   
Well this place is really open, I don’t feel closed in or trapped. And I can imagine a sunny day, and I’m 
hanging out with my friends, and having a great time, and I’m surrounded by these plants, and  
nature-y things that are really green and bright, and it just makes me feel really nice inside. 
Another described it as: 
A nice area where you can, kind of unwind.... It’s just like open and close at the same time... It feels 
really warming and comforting. And all the trees around, it’s like a nice walk to kind of get like 
assignments and stuff out of your mind. 
It also offers a space to catch up with students from other classes: 
It’s like a happy place, and you look forward to coming here at lunch times to see your friends… I have 
a friend who isn’t in any of my classes, but we are still good friends because we hang out here. 
 
While no one mentioned the oval, a student nominated the swimming pool as a space 
where he feels comfortable and safe, hinting again at the wish for a supportive person in the 
background: 
I love swimming so I feel really comfortable here, and that I can be safe knowing that someone is 
making sure I don't drown. 
  
The Library is a less active indoor space where students feel happy to relax alone and away 
from the classroom: 
It’s just a really relaxing place, where you can just sit down and enjoy your book… In the mornings 
usually is when I come in… And in lunch breaks. 
In contrast, one student likes to be in the Hall where she feels part of the community:  
Because at assembly the whole middle school is here.  
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Spaces of limited wellbeing for School C Year 7 students  
The photos below (Figure 16) represent some of the spaces around the School C campus 
where the Year 7 participant students experience aspects of limited wellbeing.  They were 
taken during the student-led tour of the school. 
Figure 16 Spaces of limited wellbeing at School C 
Figure 17 below summarises spaces where the School C students experience limited 
wellbeing. The spaces the students associated with limited most often outdoors or 
thoroughfares such as corridors and stairwells. Three key points stand out: 
 The students identified fewer spaces and aspects of limited wellbeing than of wellbeing  
 Aspects of limited wellbeing are generally related to feelings about other students in 
these spaces 
 The spaces they associated with limited wellbeing are mainly away from their Year 7 
building. 
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Figure 17 Spaces students associate with limited wellbeing at School C 
The students reported feeling uncomfortable and unsafe in corridors and stairwells because 
they tend to be hidden, enclosed, dark, even forbidding: 
It just feels very secluded. And it just feels quite dark and it’s not really open… It’s almost like a 
building that’s kind of hidden with some metal bars, and it’s not really that nice. 
 
The unsettling nature of these spaces is compounded by the presence of older somewhat 
sinister-seeming older students:  
 Senior stairwell: Most times, like high school students hang around here... They kind of look at you 
creepy. They just, psych you out. 
 Senior students’ eating area: When we are walking through here, like all the people sitting here are 
like watching you… It just feels like they are judging you and stuff. And it just doesn’t feel comfortable, 
like you try to get through here as quick as possible. 
 
Being alone in spaces like the stairwells without supportive supervision, also gives students 
a sense of limited personal comfort and safety: 
This place is kind of hidden from the outside areas… it can feel really scary at times because you are 
here alone… Nobody supervises it, so there is nobody here to watch anything happen here. 
 
Alluding to another kind of social isolation, two students indicated that they not happy in 
the new N Block upstairs corridors which run along the exterior of the building. Whilst 
repelled themselves by the mesh doors and stark metal railings, they expressed empathy for 
students from the Special Education centre who apparently spend their breaks here: 
Student A: I find it makes me feel bad for them … like I feel upset for them. Because they have to come 
here at lunchtime so the teachers can supervise them … Sometimes I have to walk up to the English 
staffroom and I have to pass through them and then I feel really bad for them….  
Student B: Because they're all like talking and sitting on the bag racks … and it makes me feel bad for 
them when I see them because they're just sitting there and they're talking … This feels so cold and 
unwelcoming because it's like bars and like grey and hard corners and stuff. So I think I might design 



















Spaces of limited wellbeing - School C 
NOT Feel happy
NOT comfortable and safe
NOT be me
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A more personal sense of exclusion is felt by a student in the Hall during assembly. While he 
feels part of the community, he misses recognition of him as an individual because the 
attention and respect appears to be only paid to the authority figures on the stage:  
Like here I feel part of the community, but I can't really be me because we have to like respect the 
person on stage. 
 
One student associated the whole experience of primary school with not feeling happy. In a 
somewhat back handed way he seemed to express general wellbeing at high school 
(incidentally, he did not attend  School C’s primary school): 
[Looking at School C primary school] makes me think that I'm back at primary school again. So then 
that means I'm not in high school anymore, which is a bit of an unhappy thought.  
Mapping spaces of wellbeing at School C 
When the students placed cards on the school map to show spaces they associate with 
wellbeing, there was a significant clustering around the Performing Arts building and Library 
which corresponds with the interview data outlined above. There was also a clustering of 
wellbeing cards around the students’ Year 7 classroom building which they did not mention 
previously as a preferred space.  
 
It is noteworthy that these students appear to be familiar with a variety of spaces across the 
campus; and that sometimes individuals respond differently to a particular space. For 
example the oval: two students placed cards indicating that they like to hang out with 
friends there; while others placed cards to show that they cannot ‘be me’ or do not feel 
comfortable and safe here.   
Year 7 students’ notions of wellbeing 
In writing their interpretation of ‘wellbeing’ on the segments diagram, School C students 
repeatedly mentioned ‘being happy’ and some mentioned being comfortable and safe and 
with friends: 
 When you feel comfortable and safe enough to be happy 
 Generally being happy, being comfortable. Blanket.  
 Where you feel happy and safe with who you are  
 Being happy and having friends that support you. 
 
Some associated wellbeing with favourite activities and more generally with having fun: 
 To me to be able to relax and read or draw. It also means a place where I can hangout with my 
friends. 
 Wellbeing means to be HAPPY! and feel comfortable and safe and to have fun! 
 
 While one mentioned ‘School C values’ another drew a connection with learning 
When I feel safe, happy and I can learn without any distractions 
 
One student succinctly summed up all these wellbeing aspects as follows: 
To be happy; feel safe and comfortable; be healthy or active; have fun; play with friends; be yourself; 
have company. 
 
Year 7 student imaginings of ideal high school  
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In three groups the students drew pictures of how they imagined an improved or ideal 
School C. Key elements of each drawing are outlined below (Figures 18, 19, 20), with colour 
coding to indicate what the researchers considered to be: 
Immediate concerns 
Achievable short-term changes 
Wishful thinking/long-term changes 
 
The three drawings express various feelings, mostly positive, about transitioning to high 





The key feature is the 
mix of technological and 
fun elements that these 
students look for at high 
school.  
  
Figure 18 Group 1 drawing 
There is a sense of school being a playful place in this drawing with the inclusion of fantasy 
characters (dragon, Ninja Turtles, Umpl-Lumpa). However, the fantasy is grounded in reality. 
The students explained that the dragon represents arts, music and languages and they 
clearly state in words their wish for ‘more of this stuff’ at school! The Ninja Turtle building 
and laptop, nearby communication aerials and laptop indicate an intention to ‘win through’ 
using technology. The students also want the skills to overcome ‘evil people’ at school 
(depicted by the devil with pitchfork). They also want the comfort of animals at school 












School C where 
they wish for a 




on to future 
study at 
university.  
Figure 19 Group 2 drawing 
The students explained that this drawing is a bird’s eye view of School C that includes key 
features such as the middle school and Performing Arts buildings, the oval and the 
swimming pool. It is clearly located near the busy main road with cars running back and 
forth. A ‘yellow brick road’ , indicates connectedness with the  general locality and its 
entertainment. The purple road at the bottom takes students on to universty.   
 
The students imagine School C as a place of happiness, ‘good times’ and ‘magical things’ 
(represented by the rainbows). They also wish for it to be a safe place, as represented by a 
unicorn with ‘magical powers’ (representing happiness) attacking a bully (representing 
negativity and ‘bad things’ such as jealousy and anger). This optimistic message is repeated 
in words:  ‘you shall perish evil dude with a mowhawk’ (sic). It is reinforced by the crossing 
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Group 3 
 
This drawing conveys some 
of the feelings of starting at a 
new school and suggests a 
welcome dress-up day. 
Figure 20 Group 3 drawing 
Mixed emotions about starting high school are depicted in this group’s drawing.  
 
The three panels on the bottom right present an optimistic story about transitioning to high 
school. The top picture shows a girl happy but puzzled about starting high school, with 
people suggesting she’ll need a compass and a map to find her way. In the middle picture, 
she appears to be overwhelmed (‘WHOA!!! One thing at a time’) but is beginning to settle in 
as she finds a locker, a map and a friend. Someone out of view (perhaps a friend or family 
member) is calling encouragement ‘okay’. In the third picture, having made a fair start, she 
now appears quite calm and confident. 
 
The picture and words in the middle and left of the drawing present a suggestion to assist 
students settle in to high school with a ‘Welcoming Day’ with a dress up theme (‘dress up as 
your favourite movie character’). A picture of Superwoman adds a further encouragement. 
 
The top section suggests posting ‘inspirational quotes in hallways’. The artist quotes Dr 
Seuss and from an anonymous quote ‘just dream to succeed’. She also indicates her wish for 
brightly coloured ‘pale blue’ classrooms. 
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School C Year 7 Teacher perspectives 
The teacher we interviewed was in her second year of teaching but this was her first year as 
Year 7 teacher. She is responsible for one core class as ‘care teacher’ and one academic 
achiever class and teaches them English and History. She considers that her role as care-
teacher is most important: 
I have a stronger connection with that class because I see them for home-room, and obviously for 
English and History. 
 
The teacher identified that the openness of her classroom and proximity to another one as a 
significant spatial problem. She finds the lack of a door challenging due to noise travelling 
between the classrooms: 
If I’m doing an exam, or I’m trying to do something quiet and the other class is doing something noisy, 
it actually creates a bit of a problem. 
Although she and the other teachers try to compromise and limit noise from their class but 
it can be difficult. Her concern about not disturbing the other class compromises her 
pedagogic practice: 
If I had the flexibility to shut the door, I would be able to make a few different choices. I know that I 
have been told by principals that we are meant to just keep doing what we usually do – but that isn’t 
always practical unfortunately. … 
For this reason, she preferred teaching in N Block in the previous year 
 
The teacher considered that the students also find the noise troubling:  
They find it distracting, it’s also disengaging if they can’t concentrate, because they are competing 
with different sounds or noises, or they can’t hear what I’m saying, then it kind of impedes on the 
quality learning we are trying to achieve. 
Consequently, she suggested that it would be beneficial to have ‘at least a wall and a door’ 
between classes:   
So if we need to we can shut the space off so it’s just our class. 
 
Otherwise, she thought that her students were comfortable in the Year 7 space, including 
the eating area and handball courts:  
All the Year 7s are together, so I think that they feel that’s a safe space for them to be. 
Here they feel supported as: 
Wherever their care-teacher is, and their classroom, that’s their safest space. 
In contrast, she thought they do not really like going into the areas where the seniors are 
and would find them ‘a little bit intimidating.’ 
 
However, she acknowledged that transition takes longer for some students than others and 
that even mid-way through the year some have not yet ‘found their groove’ in Year 7. She 
noted that for students with special learning needs, especially ASD and Asperger syndrome, 
transition is more challenging and ongoing.  Year 7 teachers continue to watch out for these 
students and develop strategies to support them.  
Year 7 teacher’s notion of wellbeing 
The Year 7 teacher defined wellbeing for Year 7 students as: 
Support by an adult in the school, and having a sense of feeling comfortable, safe … Feeling happy at 
school, feeling comfortable with your teacher and having friends.  
She considered that ‘having friends’ is the number one wellbeing priority for transitioning 
Year 7 students because ‘once they have that social security, then they feel safe’.  
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She also highlighted the importance for Year 7 students of having a care teacher. She in turn 
had developed a strong relationship with her students because: 
I spend more time with them, and I invest in that a bit more. 
Observational walkthrough assessment of School C 
The following three diagrams (Figures 21, 22, 23) show examples of the assessment results 
for School C. Further results are shown in Appendix C. 
 
 
Figure 21 Assessment results: School C outdoor areas 
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
There are plenty of green areas
and natural elements
There are spaces for outdoor
learning, assembly and sports
activities etc.
Outdoor Areas 
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Figure 22 Assessment results: School C teaching spaces 
 
 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
The spaces in general are large enough to
accommodate the number of students being
taught.
Furniture can be easily moved and arranged to
accommodate different learning activities (e.g.
activities in large or small groups: seating…
There are different areas for students to pursue
different learning activities (e.g. activities in large
or small groups; seating arrangement in circles,…
There are areas where student's work can be
displayed (e.g. wall boards).
Inside spaces and their use relate to outside
spaces and their use (there is a logical connection
e.g. an outdoor learning space adjacent to a…
There is enough space for me to work at my desk
or move around when teaching.
Students have adequate access to functioning
computers (with internet) and other relevant
resources.
I have access to electronic equipment - such as
video projector, DVD's, electronic whiteboards and
projection screens.
There is adequate storage for school resources,
equipment etc.
Classrooms are accessible for students with
special needs (mobility, sensory).
Class rooms are equipped for students with special
needs (mobility, sensory).
Teaching Spaces 
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
It is easy to get from the inside to the outside of the
building.
It is easy to get from one floor within the building to
another.
It is easy to move along the same floor (i.e. there
are no congested corridors or changes in the levels
in the building, which make moving around difficult).
The walkways around the inside of the building are
well signposted or easy to identify.
The walkways outside the building are well
signposted or easy to identify.
In wet weather I can walk between buildings without
getting wet.
In wet weather students have a space in which to
eat lunch that is not their classroom.
Wayfinding 
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Researcher perspectives 
The researchers were impressed by the potential of the Year 7 classrooms that we visited 
for flexible active learning and collaboration. We also commend the strong personal support 
provided to Year 7 students in easing their transition to School C and encouragement for 
students to extend their interests and friendships. In this final section of the School C case 
we present our commendations, discuss some interesting tensions we noted and 
respectfully offer some suggestions for ongoing development of spaces for wellbeing.  
Commendations  
The Year 7 teacher conveyed deep interest in her students as individuals and adopts a 
creative rage of strategies to engage their learning and support their personal and social 
development.  The students who we met appeared to be confident in their transition and 
settled in the School C environment. Their wellbeing is supported by: 
1. Central location of the Year 7 classrooms close to the administration office and the 
tuckshop: This easy access to support contributes to students’ safety and comfort.  
engaging contemporary learning spaces and creates a physical and social home base for 
year students within a large school site 
2. Year 7 eating area and handball courts: Offer Year 7 students a clearly defined and easily 
accessible social space where they can congregate with Year 7 peers away from older 
‘scary’ students. 
3. Stone circle and surrounding gardens: Offer an unusual and welcoming social space in 
the fresh air for Year 7 students away from their busy eating area and handball courts 
4. Performing Arts Centre: Open to everyone yet provides creative outlets for individual 
students with shared passions for music and art. Encourages alternative interests 
beyond handball and sport. The art gallery, performance and practice spaces offer 
students opportunities to ‘be me’ and part of the school community. 
5. Structured orientation program that began in Year 6 and continued into the start of  
Year 7: Transition program and Year 7 teacher PD brings close attention to students’ 
learning and wellbeing needs  
Tensions 
The openness of the Year 7 classroom allows collaboration but causes it to be noisy and 
distracting, with competing activities in the nearby class being visible and easily heard. 
 
In walking around campus with the students, we were struck by their impulse to be active 
and burn energy. It was hard to keep up as they ran excitedly down (and up!) the sloping 
paths, jumping over steps and rocks. One could not resist the urge to climb a ladder in the 
hall. This suggested a need for space with play equipment where students could safely enjoy 
being active outdoors. 
 
The School C students seemed to be familiar with and comfortable in most spaces around 
campus, except for the corridors and stairwells. Here they felt uncomfortable and unsafe 
due to physical aspects (grey, dark, damp) and the presence of intimidating older students 
who either push past them hurriedly or call out and look ‘weirdly’ at them. 
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The campus is pleasantly landscaped and well maintained. The oval and swimming pool are 
appealing. But as one student explained, it is so tiring and time consuming to get to these 
areas from their Year 7 area.  
Suggestions: School C 
Based on the findings presented above, the researchers offer the following suggestions for 
further supporting the transition of Year 7 students through enhanced spaces for wellbeing 
at School C (Table 4).   
 
Dimensions of wellbeing Suggestions 
Feeling comfortable and 
safe 
1. Provide more space and equipment for active play for Year 7 
students, closer to their classrooms if possible  
2. Create additional shaded areas for Year 7 students away from  
the busy main eating area and handball courts 
Can think and learn 3. Provide door or soundproofing partitions to lessen noise and 
distractions between adjacent Year 7 classes  
Hang out with friends 4. Create further garden meeting spaces (like the popular yarning 
circle)  where Year 7 students can socialise   
Feel happy 5. Create informal outdoor learning spaces to meet students’ wish to 
connect with nature  
6. Engage students in gardening and other outdoor projects    
Can be me 7. Celebrate cultural diversity of Year 7 students around the school 
through displays, colour schemes, murals, mosaics, multilingual 
signs. 
Part of the school 
community 
8. Foster inclusivity by providing additional social spaces (away from 
N Block corridors) for Year 7 students in the Special Education 
unit; universal design principles (NDA, 2014) 
Table 4 Suggestions for School C 
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CROSS-CASE COMPARISONS 
While there were some interesting individual differences among individual Year 7 students 
and between the three schools, the QUT research team were more struck by similarities in 
students’ experience of their learning space. 
Key findings 
Year 7 students prefer their home area: The most commonly recurring spaces that the 
students associated with wellbeing at each school were their designated Year 7 areas. Here 
Year 7 students generally feel supported by peers and familiar teachers.  
 
Year 7 students need fresh air and spaces to play: Students at each school strongly 
associated wellbeing with fresh air and open spaces with equipment where they can run, 
play games and generally have fun with friends.   
 
Year 7 students gravitate towards informal spaces: All students tended to prefer informal 
spaces such as the Year 7 eating area and stone circle (School A) and Under S block (School 
B). While the students at School C also showed strong preference for formal spaces, in 
particular various spaces in the Performing Arts building. This perhaps reflects strong 
emphasis on performing arts excellence combined with particular students’ personal 
interest in music and art. 
 
Year 7 students get away from it all in the library:  Students at each school, most notably at 
School B, frequently associated the library with wellbeing. Here they can relax, read and 
study, enjoy some quiet time alone or with friends. 
 
Year 7 students feel intimidated and unsafe in in-between spaces: The most commonly 
recurring spaces that students associated with limited wellbeing at each school were 
thoroughfares: corridors, pathways and stairwells; and other school-wide spaces such as the 
tuckshop and oval. Here Year 7 students often feel uncomfortable and unsafe amidst a noisy 
jostling crowd of intimidating older students. 
Characteristics of spaces of wellbeing  
What it is that makes spaces at the three high schools more or less supportive of students’ 
wellbeing? Summed up by one student, spaces of wellbeing are ‘are happy and energetic’ 
More generally, as shown in Table 5 below, spaces of wellbeing provide for a range of 
personal needs and can be identified with particular spatial characteristics.  The needs most 
commonly mentioned by students are associated with social wellbeing, psychological 
wellbeing, safety, play and activity.  
 
Table 5 represents a collective response from the students’ perspective which emerged 
through the data analysis.  A full overview of characteristics of spaces of wellbeing and 
characteristics of limited wellbeing is provided in Appendix B.  
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Wellbeing needs  Spatial characteristics  
Friends: 
Social wellbeing  
Social spaces where students can hang out with and feel safe around 
friends and have fun. 
Privacy: 
Psychological wellbeing 
Private, quiet spaces where students can be by themselves. 
Happy: 
Emotional wellbeing 
Spaces where students feel happy, relaxed. 
Comfortable: 
Physical wellbeing 
Comfortably furnished spaces, with good ventilation and temperature 
control.  
Safe:  
Physical and psychological wellbeing 
Spaces that are familiar.  
Spaces where students feel safe and able to walk, sit and play freely 
away from intimidating older students and protected from traffic, with 
supportive teachers nearby. 
Aesthetics: 
Physical and emotional wellbeing 
Large, spacious, open rooms that are bright and colourful. 
Connections with nature:  
Physical, emotional, psychological 
and existential wellbeing  
Classrooms that offer a nice view and fresh air.  
Big outdoor spaces that offer many trees and wind, and seating areas 
that are shaded by greenery. 
Play and activity: 
Physical, social and psychological 
wellbeing 
Spaces where students can be active and playful in different ways 
including: playing games, running around, handball, dancing and singing, 
skipping, chalk drawing and having lunch. 
Learning: 
Cognitive wellbeing  
Spaces where there are good teachers and students can think and pay 
attention. 
Table 5: Characteristics of spaces of wellbeing: Students’ collective response  
In contrast, spaces that are less supportive of wellbeing fail to meet students’ needs for 
safety, interaction and emotional comfort. They are associated with feeling unsafe and 
scared. These include spaces like the corridors and tuckshop where they encounter older 
students, who tease or give them ‘weird looks’; spaces where they risk being squashed in 
the bus queue or yelled at by teachers. They are also frequently reported that limited 
physical appeal of particular spaces diminished their sense of wellbeing. In particular, they 
were discouraged by some classrooms that they described variously as:  off-putting, 
enclosed and claustrophobic, secluded, dull, dark and damp. While students often imagine 
exciting new spaces at high school too often experience what one student described as 
‘nothing different or unique’.   
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Observational walkthrough assessment of spaces 
The two following diagrams (Figures 24, 25) summarise the combined findings about the 
physical environment of the three schools. These findings relate to the observational 
walkthrough conducted by two QUT research team members using the assessment tool 
outlined in the Methodology section of this report. At School C a teacher also completed the 
assessment. 
 
As shown the school buildings and facilities are mostly rated fair to poor. While these 
findings add useful contextual information, they warrant further professional discussion 
which is outside the scope of this report.   
 
 
Figure 24 Observational walkthrough combined results  
Legend:  School A    School B    School C (Researcher)   School C (Teacher)        
 
Site: External appearance
Site: Parking and Entry
Site: Layout and Wayfinding.
Site: Outdoor areas
Inside/Outside relationship
Learning spaces - Durability
Learning spaces - Comfort
Non teaching spaces - Functionality
Non teaching spaces - comfort
Internal space - Layout and Wayfinding





        Poor              Fair             Good        Excellent      
School Performance Overall 
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Figure 25 Observational walkthrough combined results with percentages  
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Notions of wellbeing 
At each school the researchers invited students, teachers and school leaders to share their 
understanding of wellbeing in the context of high school. Despite some small individual 
differences, the key elements were remarkably similar between participants and across the 
three schools. Their collective response is summarised in the following graphic (Figure 26). It 
highlights four key elements that contribute most to their wellbeing: 
 Being happy 
 Being safe 
 Being comfortable 
 Having friends 
  
 
Figure 26 Collective notion of wellbeing  
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IMPLICATIONS OF CASE STUDY FINDINGS 
High school is unfamiliar territory for many of the Year 7 students we worked with. Mid-way 
through the year most appeared to have settled in quite well aided by the strong Year 7 
transition programs and personal support provided at each school. However they do have 
some ongoing space-related social and safety needs. 
 
Overwhelmingly, the findings show that Year 7 students are generally playful young people 
with energy to burn who enjoy being outdoors. Having come from a more activity-based 
primary school environment, they are less accustomed to sitting and talking quietly during 
breaks ‘like a high schooler’. Many are still on the brink of puberty and yet to develop the 
maturity to rein in their impulses to run and jump.’ While the designated Year 7 areas offer 
conditions that enable students to feel comfortable and safe and hang out with friends, they 
lack the space and equipment for the activity that many Year 7 students still crave. Although 
they generally have access to parts of the oval, they generally do not feel comfortable or 
able to have fun here. The oval is often dominated by older students or lacks the climbing 
frame or soccer posts that would support their idea of ‘play’. As a consequence, in the Year 
7 ‘safe’ areas tensions sometimes arise between students and accidents occur.  
  
As a counterpoint to this need for activity, several Year 7 students wished for spaces where 
they can get away from the noise and busyness of most spaces around campus. Fortunately 
they seem able to escape, relax, be alone or socialise more quietly with friends in spaces like 
the library and the stone circle (at School A and School C).   
 
The students seldom associated informal spaces like the library or the stone circle with 
learning. This suggests an opportunity for teachers to explore a wider range of contexts and 
approaches with their students. In particular they might build on students’ liking for 
informal spaces like the library and the stone circles to extend their learning boundaries.  
 
Feeling part of the school community was the element of wellbeing least evident in the Year 
7 students’ responses. The students appear to identify themselves more with the 
community of Year 7 where they feel safe, comfortable and happy. This disconnectedness 
with the school community probably reflects a natural inclination for Year 7 students to be 
with peers of similar age, size and interests. It also corresponds with the limited sense of 
safety and comfort they associate with community spaces like pathways and the tuckshop 
where they are sometimes jostled and teased by older students.  
 
Not feeling part of the community may be compounded by Year 7 students being mainly 
confined to their designated areas. Therefore it is possible that Year 7 students would 
benefit from greater freedom to roam and experience the wider spaces and life of the 
school; and to get to know older students as ‘normal’ young people rather than scary 
others. This would need to happen in a supported way that enables Year 7 students to 
develop greater confidence as they extend their boundaries. It also requires empathy and 
encouragement of older students, intentionally developed through Year 7 awareness 
initiatives.  
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Lack of connection with the school community may also be linked with the lack of spaces in 
the schools for large groups to come together. Even in a sizeable hall, students feel 
uncomfortable due to overcrowding and heat and alienation from ‘the people on the stage’.  
 
Particular spaces can shape behaviour, so a narrow pathway between classes was shown to 
provoke pushing and swearing; while a colourful, comfortable library corner encouraged 
relaxation and reflection. Similarly, perceptions about people and their behaviour coloured 
Year 7 students’ responses to particular spaces. So while there was no suggestion of physical 
bullying, the apparently unfriendly ways in which older students looked at or called out to 
Year 7 students caused students to feel unsafe and uncomfortable in particular spaces, such 
as Year 12 eating areas.    
 
Sometimes the teachers and school leaders we worked with expressed surprise at Year 7 
students’ comments or were unaware of particular concerns.  This is understandable given 
the large number of students they interact with and their constantly busy schedules. 
However, it also highlights the benefit of developing participatory strategies to give students 
voice and agency in the design of their school environment.   
 
The findings draw attention to the individuality of Year 7 students. Different students 
preferred different spaces; and some preferred different spaces at different times 
depending on their mood or who they were with. These findings demonstrate the 
importance of providing a variety of high school spaces that nurture individuals and allow 
for differing personal preferences and needs; and so avoid the traps inherent in one-size-
fits-all Year 7 design solutions. This imperative can be creatively addressed by enabling 
student and teacher participation in the ongoing evaluation and design of their learning 
environment. Models and guidance for supporting this process can be found in the 
literature (for example: Bland, Hughes & Willis, 2013; Clarke, 2011; Woolner, 2015).     
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SUGGESTIONS 
The three schools had planned and implemented deliberate strategies to help students 
transition into school. These included orientation days and tours of the spaces so students 
could develop a sense of physical safety and feel familiar with where they would most 
frequently be spending their time in high school. The schools also included opportunities for 
new Year 7 students to get to know teachers and other students, to develop a sense of 
social safety. They had also made choices about the location of the Year 7 classrooms and 
eating areas to prioritise students’ physical and social safety. These strategies could be 
categorised as emphasising wellbeing as safety, and wellbeing as connection. 
 
These conceptions of wellbeing may be extended once students are no longer newcomers in 
a space, but have established knowledge of the physical environment and layout of the 
school, and have connected with peers. In this second phase of transition, wellbeing may be 
conceptualised in more active terms that include wellbeing as contribution or wellbeing as 
citizenship. The students' ideas for artwork on display, connecting with other grades and 
sharing ideas for improvements to the physical environment in democratic forums would be 
examples of this extended phase of transition. 
 
In addition to enhancing student wellbeing, attention to creating spaces that address 
students’ needs for social, physical and psychological safety promote cost-effective school 
provision.  Student-sensitive design solutions can save teacher energy so it can be directed 
to other avenues. For example this study shows that teachers spent much time and energy 
in supervising Year 7 students to ensure they remained physically and socially safe in 
confined spaces. Some of this responsibility could perhaps be managed by the provision of 
more active playgrounds and wider walkways. 
 
The following suggestions (Table 6) based on the case study’s findings, support the 
continuing enhancement of high school spaces to support the wellbeing of Year 7 students 
as they transition to high school. 
 
  






1. Provide active playground areas for Year 7 students, with equipment such 
as climbing frames; and basketball hoops and soccer posts for casual play; 
and open spaces where they can run free 
2. Provide shaded outdoor areas with plentiful well maintained picnic 
seating 
3. Create enticing walking tracks on campus, taking advantage of the natural 
environment 
Can think and 
learn 
4. Use a variety of formal and informal areas around campus to widen 
students’ perceptions about what constitutes a ‘learning space’  
5. Promote the library as social learning hub for the whole community – a 
neutral space where students of differing ages and abilities can come 
together for ‘serious leisure’ 
6. Initiate a ‘Year 7 awareness program’ where older students are 
encouraged to understand and support Year 7 students in their transition 
to high school, buddy relationships   
Hang out with 
friends 
7. Designate a range of spaces around the campus as ‘Year 7-friendly spaces’ 
where students of different years are encouraged to interact 
8. Provide an online space for Year 7 students to interact, share their 
transitioning stories, news and events; include an anonymous  Q & A 
section that teachers and/or older students respond to   
Feel happy 9. Develop activity programs for Year 7 students led by Year 12 students  
10. Provide opportunities for Year 7 students to engage in informal creativity 
around campus, e.g. painting murals, artwork displays, busking 
11. Involve Year 7 students in gardening and other projects to enhance the 
school environment 
Can be me 12. Celebrate cultural diversity of Year 7 students around the school through 
displays, colour schemes, murals, mosaics, multilingual signs. 
Part of the 
school 
community 
13. Create a way finding quiz (online or print format) around the campus, 
adding additional locations and clues at regular intervals 
14. Foster inclusivity for students of all abilities; for example in provision of 
suitable play spaces and equipment, sensory garden, braille signage;     
universal design principles (NDA, 2014) 
15. Formally assess the relative advantages of locating Year 7 students in a 
completely separate vs. integration with other year level students and 
activities.   
16. Enable Year 7 students to participate in ongoing evaluation and design of 
their high school spaces 
Table 6 Suggestions for enhancing the high school spaces and wellbeing of Year 7 students  
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LITERATURE REVIEW: The interrelationship between student wellbeing, 
student transitioning and the physical school environment 
Student wellbeing cannot be viewed in isolation from a broader school 
context…School communities provide both the defining context and have the 
potential to significantly influence wellbeing (Fraillon, 2004, p. 5). 
 
Student wellbeing is a significant concern for the Australian Federal Government. Its 
National Mental Health Strategy is committed to supporting the wellbeing of children 
through the Mindmatters wellbeing educational program used in most Australian secondary 
schools (Australian Government, Department of Health, 2014). The Australian Education Act 
2013 (s. 3.4) states that: “Australian schooling will provide a high quality educational 
experience with an environment and curriculum that supports all school students to reach 
their full potential”. The associated National School Improvement Tool (Masters, 2012) 
requires schools to provide respectful, tolerant and inclusive learning environments in which 
students are engaged, challenged, feel safe and supported to learn. However, despite the 
warning such as that by Fraillon (2004) above and more recently by Blackmore et al. (2011), 
the role of physical school spaces in supporting students’ wellbeing is generally absent from 
Australian policy and associated initiatives. This is particularly the case in relation to the 
wellbeing of students as they transition from primary school to secondary school. 
 
This literature review begins with an overview of research to do with student wellbeing and 
its relationship with student learning, experience and development. From here closer 
attention is given to what is known about a student’s transition experience from primary 
school to secondary school and how this impacts wellbeing. This then establishes the 
context for consideration of research that focuses on the physical school environment and 
its role in supporting transitioning, wellbeing and the secondary school experience as it 
begins in Year 7. 
Student wellbeing and learning 
In terms of student wellbeing one of the most prominent programs in Australia is 
MindMatters, which aims to: 
 
 Embed promotion, prevention and early intervention activities for mental health and 
wellbeing in Australian schools. 
 Enhance the development of school environments where young people feel safe, 
valued, engaged and purposeful. 
 Develop the social and emotional skills to meet life’s challenges (Australian Government, 
Department of Health, 2014, pp. 53-54) 
 
In this respect, wellbeing is defined as having certain characteristics (internal and relational) 
influenced by the educational school setting. From an ecological perspective 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), other environmental influences of student wellbeing include 
family/home and the broader community (AIHW, 2012, p. 9). For Fraillon (2004), the 
internal or intrapersonal characteristics comprise nine aspects: autonomy; emotional 
regulation; resilience; self-efficacy; self esteem, spirituality; curiosity; engagement; and 
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mastery orientation. In terms of the relational or interpersonal characteristics, these are 
understood to consist of: communicative efficacy; empathy; acceptance; and connectedness 
(p. 36).  
 
As with much of the research on wellbeing, including student wellbeing, the characteristics 
identified tend to lack contextualisation, which makes it difficult to know how these are 
manifested in student emotions and behaviour. Research that is a little more sensitive to 
this need is Watson et al. (2012) which identifies the following three dimensions and 
associated characteristics: 
 
 Emotional wellbeing – happiness, confidence, not feeling depressed. 
 Psychological wellbeing – feeling of autonomy and control over one’s life, problem 
solving skills, resilience, attentiveness and sense of involvement with others. 
 Social wellbeing – the ability to have good relationships with others and to avoid 
disruptive behaviour, delinquency, violence or bullying (pp. 2-3). 
 
A further comparison of the wellbeing indicators identified by Watson et al. (2012) and 
Fraillon (2004) reveals that not all indicators are represented in each body of research. For 
instance, the spirituality characteristic of Fraillon’s intrapersonal dimension is not identified 
by Watson et al. (2012), nor could it be easily accommodated in either of the emotional, 
psychological or social dimensions. This it could be argued is due to the lack of consideration 
of the school environment (built and natural) and its physical significance as space, and 
existential significance as place. This, then, suggests the need to consider the additional 
dimensions of physical wellbeing and existential wellbeing. As expressed by Atkinson, Fuller 
and Painter (2012, p. 3): 
 
Wellbeing, however defined, can have no form, expression or enhancement without 
consideration of place. The process of well-being or becoming, whether of enjoying a 
balance of positive over negative effects, of fulfilling potential and expressing autonomy 
or mobilizing a range of material, social and psychological resources, are essentially and 
necessarily emergent in place. 
 
There is a growing body of research on student wellbeing with several studies recognising 
the value of involving children in research including research to do with how they 
understand wellbeing. An example of research concerned with children and school is by 
Soutter (2011) which involved students externalising their conceptions of wellbeing as they 
undertook assessment tasks. In this respect Soutter found that the students separated 
wellbeing from their educational experiences. More recently, Simmons, Graham & Thomas 
(2015) undertook a large-scale study in Australia that involved students in imagining their 
ideal school for promoting wellbeing. In contrast to Soutter (2011), this study found that 
students believe pedagogy, the school environment, relationships, and opportunities to 
have a say as integrally connected to their sense of wellbeing. In terms of the school 
environment this included the physical environment as well as the socio-emotional 
environment. The findings indicated that “having fun alongside learning, as well as 
alternative spaces for leisure, are significant for the younger students’ sense of wellbeing” 
(p. 137), and that having fun was associated with visual and physical access to nature as well 
as to spaces that allowed them to be expressive and creative. The study concluded: “The 
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range of ideas and concepts that emerged from the students across all cohorts highlights 
the importance of space and the nuanced way they link the aesthetic and physical 
environment with their social and emotional needs at school” (p. 137). 
 
Underlying these studies is an appreciation of the link between student wellbeing, learning 
and educational outcomes. 
 
The relationship between student wellbeing and the other outcomes of schooling is unequivocal. 
Improved outcomes in all aspects of student wellbeing are positively associated with improved 
outcomes in all other aspects of schooling (Fraillon, 2004, p. 12). 
 
The link between wellbeing and learning operates in two interrelated ways. One way is 
where wellbeing impacts learning (Fraillon, 2004). The other involves the ‘absolute effect’ 
(Desjardins, 2008) where what happens in school both formal and informal, direct and 
indirect, is understood to impact student wellbeing both in the present and future through 
the development of specific knowledge, skills, values and so on (Also see O’Toole, 2008).  
 
A major impact on wellbeing and as such on learning and educational outcomes is student 
transitioning from primary school to secondary school. 
Student transition and wellbeing 
For the majority of Australian state primary schools, transition from primary to secondary 
school involves moving to a different school (ABS, 2016) where they risk becoming socially 
and educationally lost. For students, transitional challenges are associated with adjusting to 
a new physical, educational and social environment with generally less personal support 
than they gained at primary school (Mackenzie et al., 2012; Brewin & Stratham, 2011; 
Barber & Olsen, 2004; Chung, Elias & Schneider, 1998). Negative transition experiences can 
have a profound effect on a young person’s wellbeing through a sense of anonymity, 
alienation from peers, increased anxiety and decreased self-esteem (Simmons, 1987). As a 
result, student achievement can decline at transition, with literacy and numeracy 
achievements plateauing or even regressing (Pendergast et al., 2005). Many students, 
particularly low achievers and those from low-income families, begin disengaging from 
education, culminating in early school leaving (Lamb et al., 2004).  
 
In Queensland, the transition to secondary school is now occurring at an earlier age due to 
the Flying Start policy and relocation of Year 7 from primary to secondary school (DET, 
2016).  Transitioning students are likely to be less mature physically, psychologically, socially 
and cognitively than previously. Therefore, it is even more critical to fully understand the 
nature of this transition experience including its spatial nature which historically has been 
disregarded in research to do with student wellbeing and learning. 
The physical school environment and its role in supporting transitioning, wellbeing and 
learning 
There is a growing body of knowledge regarding the relationship between learning and the 
school environment including the physical school environment from early years to 
secondary school (see: Woolner, 2015; Harrison & Hutton, 2012; Brooks, 2011; Blackmore et 
Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland, Rolfe (2016) High School Spaces & Student Transitioning - FINAL De-identified report       76 
al., 2011; Gislason, 2009; Cardellino et al., 2009; Tanner, 2009; Rudd et al., 2008; Woolner et 
al., 2007; and for higher education environments (see recent literature survey by Cleveland 
& Fisher, 2014). However, there is limited research in relation to secondary schools and 
even less research that comprehensively explores the relationship between student 
wellbeing and the physical secondary school environment as a whole (not just the formal 
learning spaces). This further is compounded by the tendency to disregard students and 
their perspectives about learning space design in general (Newton, 2009; Newton & Fischer, 
2009). 
 
In terms of research focusing on the spatial dimension of wellbeing in the broader sense, 
there is some research from the field of human geography (Atkinson et al., 2012; Fleuret & 
Atkinson, 2007; Hall, 2010;) that reinforces the context- bound nature of wellbeing, albeit 
recognising the challenge of navigating the coexistence of several discourses of wellbeing 
(Atkinson & Joyce, 2011; Ereaut & Whiting, 2008) and conceptions of place as a static 
setting as opposed to be being dynamic and profoundly relational. 
 
Further to this is the tendency to conflate wellbeing with health and, as such, to emphasise 
the provision of basic necessities, and protection from physical and chemical threats (WHO, 
1986). This is contrasted with a small body of research that explicitly focusses on certain 
aspects of the school environment and student wellbeing. A case in point is the work of 
Edwards (2006) that demonstrated a relationship between improved school grounds and a 
reduction in behavioural problems, as well as improved cooperation, pride and happiness. 
 
In the emerging studies adopting a holistic focus of learning and environment invariably 
issues to do with wellbeing arise and are pronounced. This is exemplified in an historical as 
well as future oriented study by Burke (2014), which attempts to capture the voices of 
students themselves and the design features of schools that they identify as significant for 
them. To this end, Burke (2014) concludes with a series design principles that recognise as a 
snapshot: 
 The infinite variety in children’s ways of being 
 The natural energy and exuberance of children 
 The need to make moving from place to place a comfortable and pleasant experience 
 The provision of opt-out spaces where children can be quite if they choose to 
 Views out of the school that are as pleasurable as possible 
 All spaces including outside areas utilised as learning and teaching spaces 
 The school as a place where all living things flourish including animals and nature (pp. 
53-54). 
 
The outcomes of the study by Burke (2014) are reflected in part in a more explicitly focused 
study on student wellbeing conducted by Simmons, Graham & Thomas (2015). In this 
Australian based study involving 606 students aged between 6 and 17 years researchers 
invited students to envisage an ideal school that promoted their wellbeing. The ideas 
emerging constituted four major themes of pedagogy, school environment, relationships, 
and opportunities to have a say. In terms of the school environment, all students 
irrespective of their age emphasised the role of the physical environment in supporting 
them socially and emotionally through how it looks and feels. 
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While studies such as Burke (2014) and Simmons, Graham & Thomas (2015) reflect growing 
awareness of the relationship between the physical school environment and its role in 
supporting wellbeing and learning, formal evaluation of the physical school environment 
through such mechanisms as post occupancy evaluations (POEs) and their role in redesign 
and new design tend still to define performance in operational and building sustainability 
terms (see Wheeler & Malekzadeh, 2015). As stated by Cleveland & Fisher (2014, p. 7), 
“there are few published evaluations of contemporary educational facilities that take into 
account the effectiveness of their design as pedagogical settings”. In their review they 
identify several evaluation tools including the one developed by Sanoff (2001). As they point 
out these tools tend to be used discretely rather than as a complement to other data 
collections methods such as interviews and walk-through observations.  
 
Sanoff is attributed to shifting the focus from functional operational performance to 
pedagogical performance. Meanwhile, Cleveland & Fisher (2014) maintain that evaluation 
predominantly focusses “…on the physical features of the physical environment itself, rather 
than the alignment between spaces and desired educational practices, activities and 
behaviours. In addition, few tools seek the opinions of students, the principal users of 
school learning environments” (p. 25). Further to this, only one study (Marley et al., 2015) 
could be located where the evaluation of the physical school environment was sensitised to 
underlying factors of student learning such as health. In this study, researchers developed a 
student participatory post-occupancy evaluation (POE) approach to evaluate the health-
promoting attributes of a green school.  
 
Although they did not highlight wellbeing explicitly, Marley et al. (2015) did find 
relationships involving psychological needs related to beauty, creativity, empowerment, 
enjoyment/fun, feeling safe, friendliness/community, gratitude, happiness/joy, 
knowledge/learning, pride, stewardship/concern for others and environment, and specific 
environmental attributes such as building circulation, community connectivity, connection 
to nature, spaces for expressing creativity, places and equipment for physical activity and 
play, and so on. The findings of this study however need to be considered in the context of 
one school and six fourth-grade students. The limitations point to the need for further 
research across schools and nuanced for specific age groups and experiences such as for 
students as they transition from a primary school design typology to a secondary school 
design typology. Marley et al. (2015) also noted the need for an interdisciplinary approach 
involving professionals in education, environmental studies and human development and 
allied health disciplines. 
 
While not claiming to be a complete coverage of research, the review is sufficiently 
comprehensive to reveal gaps not only in research linking the physical school environment 
with major transitional thresholds and wellbeing but also in research concerned with 
student wellbeing and student transitioning.  
Research gaps 
Overall, the review revealed inconsistency and confusion in the way previous research 
considers dimensions of wellbeing. Despite compelling evidence of the impact of transition 
on wellbeing and of the physical school environment on student learning,  it found and 
limited or no attention to:  
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 The existential dimension: we attribute this to the lack of consideration of the school 
environment (built and natural) and its physical significance existentially as place.  
 The voice and experience of the students and their role as co-researchers, apart from a 
few emerging studies  
 The complementary voice, experience and participation of teachers  
 The potential of the physical school environment in supporting students’ wellbeing 
immediately after they have transitioned across the primary/secondary school threshold 
– although this is a crucial time in their ongoing development as secondary school 
students and future citizens.  
 Research using additional tools such as post occupancy evaluation (POE) and associated 
walkthrough observation - to understand the nature of the physical school environment 
in relation to transition and wellbeing and to complement the student experiences.  
Conclusion: Literature review 
This review has outlined key literature and identified significant research gaps related to: 
student wellbeing and learning; student transition and wellbeing; and the physical school 
environment and its role in supporting transitioning, wellbeing and learning. Seeking to 
address the research gaps, this study establishes the basis for ongoing research that 
considers additional school typologies and greater involvement of students as well as other 
stakeholders and interdisciplinary research teams. The study also provides the opportunity 
for studies to be extended to explore more holistically the factors that impact student 
learning and experience and the reciprocal effects of these on wellbeing and student ability 
to engage meaningful with the physical and social school environment.  
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RESEARCH APPROACH 
The research was conducted with ethical clearance from QUT (1600000299) and permission 
from Queensland Department of Education. 
 
This qualitative case study addressed the following research question: 
 What is the relationship between student transition to Year 7, high school spaces and 
student wellbeing? 
And the following sub-questions:  
 How do Year 7 students experience physical school spaces in their transition to high 
school from primary school? 
 What spatial aspects contribute to or limit Year 7 students’ wellbeing when 
transitioning? 
 How do Year 7 students imagine an ideal high school space?   
 How do Year 7 students and teachers understand the concept of ‘wellbeing’ related to 
high school spaces? 
 
To address the research questions, the QUT research team adopted a qualitative case study 
approach (Simons, 2009). This approach allowed us to explore the ‘complexity and 
uniqueness’ of the phenomenon of Year 7 students’ experience of high school spaces and 
their influence on their wellbeing when transitioning from primary to high school. The case 
study was set in the real life context of secondary schooling and Flying Start reform in 
Queensland. As a collective case study, it studied and compared three cases: groups of Year 
7 students at three Queensland high schools. Using multiple methods, the researchers 
viewed the phenomenon from the varied perspectives of 33 Year 7 students, 3 teachers and 
2 school leaders. The case study findings present a nuanced picture of the Year 7 students’ 
transitioning experience, revealing spatial aspects that contribute to or limit their wellbeing 
at this critical stage of their schooling.  
Limitations of the study 
As a small-scale qualitative study, the number of research sites and participants is relatively 
small. The findings are intentionally exploratory and indicative of particular students’ 
experience at a particular point in time. They are not intended to be generalizable. 
However, triangulation through the use of multiple data collection methods yielded rich and 
varied data that provide a nuanced view of the experience of Year 7 students transitioning 
to high school and space-related implications for their wellbeing.  
 
It was both a strength and a limitation of the study that the Year 7 student participants were 
highly engaged in school life, and part of the Year 7 leadership team at School A. While their 
engagement ensured commitment and thoughtful contribution to the data collection 
activities, their attitude and thoughts might not have reflected those of the whole Year 7 
population, in particular students who may be struggling to settle into high school for 
various reasons. Further research, with a larger and more diverse participant pool, is needed 
to create a more complete picture of Year 7 students’ experience of transitioning and high 
school spaces at the three schools.   
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Research sites and participants  
The three case study schools (which were selected by DET) and participants (selected by the 
school) are summarised in Table 7 below. 
 
Case study site Participants 
School A 13 Year 7 students (all Year 7 leaders) 
Dean of Studies (school leader) 
1 Year 7 teacher 
School B 10 Year 7 students  
Deputy Principal (school leader) 
1 Year 7 teacher 
School C 10 Year 7 students  
1 Year 7 teacher 
Table 7 Case study site and participants 
Data collection  
Data collection for this case study involved variety of methods to capture nuances of the 
Year 7 students’ experience. It was based around an understanding of wellbeing that 
integrates six key aspects that we represented on coloured ‘playing cards’ as: 
 
I feel comfortable and safe I feel happy I can hang out with my friends 
I can be me I can think and learn I feel part of the school community 
 
And on the reverse sides as: 
 
I DO NOT feel comfortable and safe I DO NOT feel happy I can NOT hang out with my friends 
I can NOT be me I can NOT think and learn I DO NOT feel part of the school community 
 
An image of the cards was shown previously in Figure 1. 
 
The QUT research team spent two consecutive days at each school where we led a suite of 
data collection activities. Collectively, these activities yielded a varied array of rich verbal, 
visual and evaluative data.  
 
We started by asking the Year 7 student participants to think of all the spaces they use or 
know at high school. We explained that for this study high school spaces are understood to 
include any physical spaces used by students within their high school including: formal 
learning spaces such as classrooms, libraries, labs, gyms, music rooms; break spaces such as 
lunch areas; outdoor spaces such as handball courts, gardens and ovals; in-between spaces 
such as stairwells and undefined areas behind buildings. We then gave them each a set of 
‘wellbeing playing cards’ to use in the following activities:  
  
 Student-led tours: Year 7 students showed the researchers and talked about their more 
preferred and less preferred spaces around the school campus; students identified the 
particular ‘wellbeing aspects’ they associated with each space; the researchers took 
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photos of these spaces with the students (faces out of frame) holding the respective 
wellbeing cards 
- This activity identified particular spaces and aspects of wellbeing and limited 
wellbeing for the Year 7 students   
 Mapping activity: Year 7 students placed relevant wellbeing cards on enlarged maps of 
their school campus and discussed their choices with each other and the researcher  
- This activity provided a ‘whole campus’ view of the range of spaces and aspects that 
the students associated with wellbeing and limited wellbeing 
 Notions of wellbeing discussion: The students discussed ideas prompted by a 
segmented diagram (Figure 27 below) representing students’ previously identified 
spaces and aspects of wellbeing and limited wellbeing  students 
- This activity enabled the students to develop and explain how they understand the 
concept of ‘wellbeing’ as related to their experience of transition and their high 
school spaces   
 Drawing activity: The students discussed and drew their ideal school 
- This activity allowed students to imagine and offer suggestions for high school 
spaces that support their transition and wellbeing 
 Interviews: With school leaders and Year 7 teachers 
- This activity gained the informed contextual information and professional insights 
about Year 7 students’ transition and ways they use high school spaces 
 Observational walk-through of the school campus: Two researchers skilled in post 
occupancy evaluation (POE) used a recently developed assessment tool to rate the 
school’s physical environment and took accompanying photos  
- This activity gained an empirical and illustrative overview of the school’s physical 
spaces (outside of buildings only)  
 
 
Figure 27 Segments diagram: Notions of wellbeing 
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Observational walkthrough – post occupancy evaluation tool 
An evaluation of the physical environment of the selected case study schools was 
undertaken using a hard copy Walk Through Assessor Tool (template). This tool was 
developed in collaboration with DET and QUT in a separate federally funded Office of 
Learning and Teaching (OLT) project (final report in process). Given that this tool is still in its 
trial stages, it was used tentatively in this research to provide an independent assessment of 
the whole school’s build environment and contextualise the students’ experience. The 
assessment was undertaken by two of the team’s researchers skilled in undertaking post 
occupancy evaluation (POE). The evaluation involved combined rating of the physical 
environment using the items on the template during a walkthrough of the school. The 
walkthrough was conducted on the same day as students were engaged in other project 
related activities facilitated by the remaining members of the team. The collection of 
textural data by means of the hard copy tool was augmented with photographs taken 
simultaneously. Due to the need to minimise disruption to other students and teachers, the 
evaluation was confined to the exterior environment of the school except in instances 
where there was non-disruptive and approved access to classrooms.  
 
The data from the walkthroughs were synthesised as bar charts (for example, see the 
diagrams for School C, Figures 30, 31 and Appendix C). They categorise the data as follows: 
 Site – parking and entry 
 Site – external appearance 
 Site – layout and wayfinding 
 Site – outdoor areas 
 Inside/Outside relationship 
 Internal space – learning spaces – comfort 
 Internal space – learning spaces – durability 
 Internal space – layout and wayfinding 
 Internal space – amenity – students 
 Storage 
 Other fittings 
 Safety and security 
 Environmental sustainability 
 
The overall performance of each school in terms of the categories alone was then collated 
and presented both as a bar chart (Figure 30) and a spider diagram (Figure 31). For the 
purposes of this study, the data were only used to support and/or further illustrate student 
observations and evaluation. It is not intended that they be interpreted beyond this context. 
Data analysis 
The interview data and student discussions were recorded and professionally transcribed. 
The researchers analysed the verbal data thematically by coding the transcripts and 
categorising following established qualitative practice (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014). 
In particular, we identified the various concerns and ideas expressed by participants 
associated with particular spaces and then cross referenced these with particular aspects of 
wellbeing and limited wellbeing (as represented on the playing cards). These data are 
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summarised in Appendix B. We also sought commonality in the participants’ notions of 
wellbeing.    
 
For the student drawings, we followed a visual data analysis approach developed by the 
researchers (Bland, 2012; Bland, Hughes & Willis, 2013; Franz, 2010). This involved 
identifying the key features of the drawings, supported by analysis of supplementary verbal 
explanations. We identified key elements related to: 
 Immediate concerns 
 Achievable short-term changes 
 Wishful thinking/long-term changes 
 
Table 8 below shows the data analysis framework. 
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Data sources Data types Analysis focus Purpose 
Observational 
walkthrough: 




School’s built environment – 
spaces in general 
Illustration; Sets the scene, evaluates physical built environment  
= wider school context  
Student-led tour of 
preferred spaces:  
related to ‘wellbeing 




Particular spaces associated 
with aspects of wellbeing or 
limited wellbeing 
Individual responses, student storytelling about their experience of their 
high school spaces  
= where, identification of particular spaces AND how students respond to 
particular spaces  
Notions of wellbeing 





Broader discussion about the 
nature of spaces  associated 
with aspects of wellbeing or 
limited wellbeing  
AND students’ understandings 
of wellbeing 
Collective responses, shared insights clarification; collective story of 
students’ experience of their high school spaces. 
Students making sense of their experience through discussion of 
wellbeing; builds conceptual wellbeing dimension  
 = understandings about spatially-related wellbeing 
Mapping spaces and 
aspects of wellbeing: 
school map +  playing 
cards + student discussion 
Verbal data Locating particular spaces and 
wellbeing aspects within the 
school’s whole campus and built 
environment  
Visual representations of individual/collective responses – school wide 
synthesis; explanations;  
= locating particular spaces and wellbeing aspects within the school’s 
whole campus and built environment 




Students’ imaginings of ideal 
high school spaces  
Visual representations of students’ wishes and needs of high school 
spaces - individual/collective responses; explanations; suggestions for 
improvement  
= what could be 
Interview data: 
teachers and school 
leaders 
Verbal data Educators’ perspectives on  
Year 7 students’ experience of 
transitioning, high school spaces 
and wellbeing 
Intentions/planning of spaces for Year 7 students; explanations and 
justifications; observations of how students use and respond to spaces; 
suggestions for improvement 
= how and why; what might be 
Table 8 Data collection and analysis framework  
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CASE STUDY CONCLUSION 
This study is of potential interest and usefulness to education facility planners, architects, 
school leaders, Year 7 teachers and students and researchers in learning space design as it 
makes the following contributions to knowledge and practice. 
Key contributions of the study 
The findings of this case study create a nuanced picture of Year 7 students’ experience of 
high school spaces. They identify spaces that students associate with wellbeing and limited 
wellbeing and provide insights about why they respond to particular spaces in particular 
ways. 
 
The findings provide an evidence base to inform the design of high school spaces that 
support the transition and wellbeing Year 7 students. They also identify key elements that 
constitute Year 7 students’ wellbeing at high school, the most significant of which are 
 Being happy 
 Being safe 
 Being comfortable 
 Having friends 
 
To promote practical school-based initiatives, the study provides four sets of suggestions:  
a separate set for each school; and one set for schools and education policy makers in 
general.  
 
From a methodological perspective, the study offers a robust new framework for 
investigating learning spaces and student wellbeing. The multiple facets of wellbeing that 
underpinned the framework offer a conceptually grounded and effective means to explore 
students’ experience of their high school spaces. In particular, they translated complex 
theory of wellbeing and learning space deign into student-friendly language. They both 
helped give students a voice and introduced an element of fun into the whole process of 
participating in this research.  More broadly, they expanded concerns about safety to a 
more holistic concept of wellbeing. 
 
As a contribution to the theory of learning space design and wellbeing, the findings provide 
early support for a new transition wellbeing model that integrates ‘space’ as a dimension or 
as central element (to be developed beyond the scope of this study).  
 
The study also provides a foundation for further research that might for example include:  
 similar comparative case studies of Year 7 students at a wider range of schools, in 
different locations, with larger participant groups  
 examination of the experience of students for whom transition is challenging and the 
role of school environment in hindering and supporting their wellbeing 
 a longitudinal study of students’ expectations and experience of high school spaces as 
they transition from Year 6, to and through Year 7, and on to Year 8 
 the use of visual methods to capture and understand transitioning students’ 
expectations and needs of high school spaces 
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 participatory processes to empower students and teachers as designers of high school 
spaces for transition and wellbeing 
 qualitative observation and assessment of learning spaces, evaluating the POE 
assessment tool  
Continuing design and wellbeing imperatives for high school spaces  
This study has revealed a complex relationship between student wellbeing, student 
transitioning and high school spaces. It is vital to continue exploring this relationship as 
transitioning is a common experience at all schools and for all students at various stages of 
their school career. For Year 7 students in particular, successful transition to high school and 
feeling at home in their new learning environment has critical long term implications for 
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APPENDIX A: DATA COLLECTION PROTOCOL 
Day 1: Introductions and student-led tour 
Process Dialog 
Welcome, introductions 
Thank students for their interest and willingness to 
contribute. Explain purpose of the research and their 
involvement – refer to Participant information sheet. 
Explain today’s activity – focus group and walking 
tour. Allocate pseudonym numbers 1-10 to students. 
 
Group conversation and cards 
Give students the cards as a focus for thinking and 
talking about areas around school.  
Explain how each card front/back allows for more 
positive/less positive responses about the areas 
around school.  
Students write responses on the wellbeing graphic 
Please think about all the spaces  around your school (inside and outside). Can you 
relate the feelings on the cards to particular areas around school where you:   
 feel happy/not happy 
 fell comfortable and safe/don’t feel comfortable and safe 
 feel part/don’t feel part of the school community 
 hang out/don’t hang out with friends 
 can be me/can’t be me 
 can think and learn/can’t think and learn 
Walking tour 
Researcher invites each student to take us to 2 spaces 
around school (inside or outside). One where they 
like to be and one where they don’t like to be.  
Ask them to explain why they like/don’t like to be at 
each space. And to match one card to the space that 
best sums up their feelings about it. During the tour, 
researcher takes 2 photos for each student, ie. one of 
the area they like and one that they don’t like; and 
records each student speaking about the space -  
with card visible in the photo.  
Can you please show us 2 spaces around school (inside or outside). One space where 
you like to be and one where you don’t like to be.  
 
(At each space) please explain why you like or don’t like to be here.  
 
Show one card that best sums up your feelings about each space.   
 
Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland, Rolfe (2016) High School Spaces & Student Transitioning - FINAL De-identified report       88 




Thank students again for their interest and 
willingness to contribute. 
Explain today’s activity 
 
Mapping and discussion Review previous day’s 
photos.  
Ask students to place cards on the map  
Encourage students to talk about similarities, 
differences or interesting things etc. that they notice  
Please place cards on the map of the school to show spaces where you feel 
comfortable and safe/not comfortable etc. 
What similarities, differences or interesting things do you notice about the areas you 
have placed your cards? 
Collective drawing of ideal school 
Invite students to collectively draw their ideal school 
with annotations. 
 
Discuss the drawing of the ideal school. 
 
 
Thank you for sharing your thoughts about the actual spaces at your school. 
Now, together as a group, I’d like you to draw a layout for your ideal school.  
Label the different spaces. And write some notes on the drawing about why these 
areas are important to you.     
What similarities and differences are there in the spaces at your actual school and the 
spaces that you have drawn for your ideal school? 
How could particular areas at your actual school be improved to help you feel more ‘at 
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Thank teacher for their interest and willingness to 
contribute 
Explain purpose of the research and their 
involvement – refer to Participant information sheet. 
Outline/explain the activities that the students are 
undertaking 
 
Interview questions From your observation, which spaces around school (inside or outside) do Year 7 
students seem to:  
(a) like to be?  
(b) don’t like to be?  
Why do you think they like/don’t like to be in these spaces?  
 Which spaces around school (inside or outside) do you think support Year 7 students’ 
transition to high school? 
In what ways could spaces around school be improved to better support the wellbeing 
of Year 7 students?   
How do you understand ‘wellbeing’? 
 
 
Observational walk around 
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APPENDIX B: SUMMARY OF CHARACTERISTICS OF WELLBEING AND LIMITED WELLBEING  
Blue = School A students   Green = School B students   Red = School C students 
 Comfortable and safe Can think and learn Hang out with friends Feel happy Can be me Part of school community 
SOCIAL INTERACTION 
Wellbeing   • Everyone goes  
• Hanging out with friends 
• Safe around my friends 
• Where a lot of people are 
around 
• With friends 
• Hanging out with my 
friends 











• Teachers are really cool 
• Share some qualities 
together 
 
• Be with friends 
• Around my friends 
• Laughing with friends 
• At break 
• Under/in S block 
• Lunch breaks or after 
school 
• Hanging out with my 
friends 
• See your friends 
• Hang out here 
• Year 7 eating area 
• Around friends 
• Lunchtime 
• In library 
• In S block 
• Meet up with friends 
• Everyone goes there  
• Upper grades come 
Limited wellbeing  
 
- Big kids, Grade 12s, 11s 
- Get weird looks 
- Tease you 
- Teachers yell 
- Out of bounds  
- Nobody supervises 
- Nobody here to watch 
- High school students 
- No one can interact 
 
- Out of bounds 
- Can’t hang out (year 8, 9) 
- Can’t go there  - Assemblies 
 
PRIVACY 
Wellbeing   • Private area 
• Be by yourself 
  • In quiet room (library)    
EMOTIONAL COMFORT 
Wellbeing   • Being a little bit crazy 
• Being free from being 
really serious 
• Being happy 
• Not scared 
• Familiar 
• Library – go there any 
time, if you’re sad people 
  • All the time/everywhere 
• Really comforting 
• Makes me feel really 
nice  
• Happy place 
• Look forward to coming 
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 Comfortable and safe Can think and learn Hang out with friends Feel happy Can be me Part of school community 
leave you alone and you 
can relax 
Limited wellbeing  
 
- Really scary 
- Learning centre 
- By yourself 
- Really scary 
- Here alone 
- Not really that nice 
- Watching you 
- Judging you 
- Doesn’t feel comfortable 
- Look at you creepy 
- Psych you out 
  - Scary 
- A6 – detention room 
- Learning Centre 
(vaccinations)  
- Learning Centre (school 
photos) 
- People judge you 
- Supercool people 









• Very comfortable, relaxing 
• Cushions 
• Beanbags everywhere 
• Enough space 
 
• Air-conditioned 
• Mood of the room 
• Good people  
• Different colours 
• Full of energy 
• Surrounded by music 
• Unwind 
• Really warming and 
comforting 
• Sit wherever you like 
• No arranged desks or 
anything 
• Pretty laid back 
• Relaxing 
• Really relaxing place 
• Really open 
• Sunny day 
• Uncrowded 
  
• Air conditioned 
 
• At the tuckshop 
 




- Feel drowsy 
- Quite dark  
- Not really open 
- Secluded and tucked away 
- Tiny 
- Hidden with some metal 
bars 
 - Learning Centre 
(vaccinations) 
- Learning Centre (smell) 
- S Block toilets (smell) 
- Crowded 
- Activities Centre 
(Assembly) 
- Smelly 
 - Assemblies 
PERSONAL SAFETY 
Wellbeing    • No fighting    
Limited wellbeing  
   
- Close to driveway 
- Cars coming through 
- Going to crash Chance of 
being hit  
- Year 12 area 
- Hallway 
- Where older people hang 
around 
 - Out of bounds areas  
- On the way to classes 
- Under C block 
- H block 
 
- Big kids  
- Grade 12s, 11s  
- Chance of being hit 
- Get weird looks 
- Yell at us 
- Tease you 
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• Whole wall of windows 
• A lot of colour 
• Plants and the greenery 
• Big and bright 
• Really open 









 • Spacious 
• A lot of colour 
• Big and bright 
• Big area 
 
• Nice place  
• Space 
• Big area  
• Colours 
• Quiet 
• Great view  
• Whole wall of windows 
• Light and bright 
• Nice little place  
 
Limited wellbeing  
 
- Dark and damp  
- Hidden from the outside 
- Secluded 
- Crazy behaviour, 
dangerous 
 
- Enclosed and 
claustrophobic 
- Desks are separated 
- Dull 
- Dark and grey  
- No colour 
- Off putting  
Nothing different or 
unique 
   
 
 
CONNECTION WITH OUTDOORS & NATURE 
Wellbeing    Trees around 
 
 • Amazing outside 
• Greenery 
• Trees 
• Wind, fresh air Plants and 
greenery 
• Trees here 
• Engulfed by nature 
• Surrounded by these 
plants 
• Nature-y things 
• Green and bright 
• Lots of trees 
  
ACTIVITY 
Wellbeing • Read a book 
• Really fun things  
• Running around 
• Handball 
• Dancing & singing 
• Skipping 
• Chalk drawing 
•  having lunch 
• Origami 
•  Playing outside 
 
• Something different every 
break 
• Fun 
• Touch football 
• Run around 
• Handball 
• Walking around 
• Running around 
• Play  
• Sit down  
• Hang out 
• Playing 
• Doing activities 
• On the oval 
• Playing your instrument 
• Sit here 








• Involved with everything  
• Doing events on the oval 
• Competing in school 
competitions 
• Joining school clubs 
• Table tennis club 
• Participating in extra-
curricular activities 
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 Comfortable and safe Can think and learn Hang out with friends Feel happy Can be me Part of school community 
• Playing games with friends 
• Walking around 
• Be creative 
• Make whatever you like 
• Handball court 











• Pay attention 
• Working at the creek in 
Geography 
• Discussing things with 
people I know 
• In the library 
• Classroom 
 
• Teacher is great 
• Feel like writing stuff  
• Open my mind 
• In class 
• Under S block 
• Working in groups 
• Discussing things with 
people I know 
• Get like assignments and 
stuff out of your mind 





• Classroom – motivational 
posters, strategies for 
learning 
 • Doing food and fashion 
• In class 
• In library 
• In S Block 




• Pay attention more  
• In class 
• In library 
• Doing art 
• Doing music 
• Classroom 
• Doing teamwork activities 
in class 




- Senior school  - Hard to think 
- Under S block 




Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland, Rolfe (2016) High School Spaces & Student Transitioning - FINAL De-identified report       94 





0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
The outside of the school building is welcoming
and attractive (it looks inviting).
The inside of the school building is welcoming and
attractive (I feel at ease and comfortable).
The school buildings convey to the community an
appropriate image (It makes a positive, accurate
impression).
Other comments related to the school's
appearance:
School's Appearance 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
It is easy to get to the main entrance from the
street ( i.e. through accessible walkways).
The drop off/ pick up areas for buses, cars are
safe and easy to use.
The main entrance is well signposted or easy to
identify.
There are adequate car parks for staff
There is adequate bike storage.
The school is accessible for students/staff/visitors
with special needs (mobility/sensory), especially
drop-off points.
Parking and Entry 
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%
The teaching space has good air circulation (i.e. I
can breathe easily, it is not stuffy or too breezy).
The temperature in the teaching space is
comfortable in Winter.
The temperature in the teaching space is
comfortable in Summer.
I can control ventilation and temperature in the
teaching space (i.e. you can open and close
windows, switch on fans, air conditioners or
heaters, or adjust the temperature).
Sound echoes too much in the teaching space.
(When students are quiet) I have to raise my voice
to ensure that students hear me at the back of the
teaching space.
Noise from outside the teaching space does not
disrupt student learning.
The teaching space has good natural lighting (i.e.
it is not too dark or too bright; there is no glare),
so that I can teach and see students and their
work without difficulty.
The teaching space has good artificial lighting
(i.e. it is not too dark or too bright; there is no
glare), so that I can teach and see students and
their work without difficulty.
I can control lighting in the teaching space (i.e.
you can turn the lights on and off, open and close
shutters/blinds to control natural light).
The views out of the windows are pleasant (i.e.
you can see trees or natural landscape).
The desks are the appropriate size for student
use.
The chairs are the appropriate size and comfort
for student use.
Comfort 





0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
There is enough space in the school to carry
out work outside teaching time.
There is enough space to hold meetings
between staff or with parents.
There are functioning computers and other
resources to help me complete work outside
teaching time.
There is space to make phone calls with
privacy.
The staff room is a comfortable area for
teaching staff.
Non Teaching Spaces 
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
The teaching spaces are clean.
The school building and grounds are generally
clean/ well maintained.
Toilet spaces and other amenity spaces are
clean and functional.
Maintenance 
Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland, Rolfe (2016) High School Spaces & Student Transitioning - FINAL De-identified report       97 




Feb  March April May June July Aug Sep - 
Dec 
Set up project          
Ethics clearance –  
QUT and DET  
       
Arrange data collection          
Data collection at 3 
schools 
       
Data analysis        
Write-up case study 
report for DET   
        
Project ends – Present 
report to DET 31 August 
         
Write research 
publications 
        
Table 8 Research project timeline  
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